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OVERVIEW
Between December 2017, and February 2018, NHS North West Leadership Academy, in conjunction
with the Sea Salt Learning Research hub, and North West Employers, ran a research project to
explore the conditions for ‘Communities of Practice’ to emerge: the aim of this work was to explore the
ways that people connect, the technologies that facilitate that connection, to build an understanding
of what people look for from these communities, and ultimately, to create the conditions for them to
emerge organically.
This work has uncovered a broad range of factors that impact upon community and demonstrated
that people interact in Communities of Practice in a wide variety of ways.
In this report, we will:
• Share the results from the 12 week research project
• Identify a number of aspects of community, and provide a narrative through these, using the
research results
• Provide a commentary around the data, to link this research into our wider explorations of
communities in the Social Age
• Draw some conclusions from the data, in terms of the broad picture we can take
• Provide recommendations for future areas of research
In the Social Age, communities form the primary ‘sense making’ entity, both for leaders, and for
everyone else, within an organisation. Research like this provides us with a spotlight to shine into
these spaces, to build an understanding of what are, at heart, complex social structures held together
with trust, respect, need, and shared interest.
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If we can better understand the ways that people connect, and engage, to learn, and support others
in their learning, then we can better support this process. Thus, this research enables us to create the
conditions in which communities of shared purpose can emerge.
‘Support’ is a key word: within the formal spaces of the organisation, we can ‘own and control’, but, as
we venture deeper into communities, we will see that much of the value comes in the semi-formal, or
indeed totally socially moderated, spaces. And to engage in these areas, we will need to nurture,
recognise, respect, and support.
This themes of ‘formal’, and ‘social’ emerge very strongly across all aspects of the research, and it
directly ties into the reasons, and mechanisms, by which people engage in their Communities of
Practice.
The current ‘community’, the Facebook group, is positioned as a space for discussion, not a
community as such, but a place for the conditions to be explored, so that awareness of other
communities, interconnections and formation of new communities might occur organically from this
springboard. It is merely a place to have part of the conversation, as part of it is likely to be occurring
somewhere out of sight of the ‘formal’ system.
It’s clear that these communities are more than simply formal structures: they act at some intersection
of knowledge, and the application of that knowledge, and practice, and they move beyond simple
transactional terms. Communities are about people.
For this reason, any guidance as to how we can better form, and utilise, Communities of Practice, will
inevitably have to move beyond simply looking at technology. These are social systems, and to both
understand them, and to be effective within them, will require specific, socially moderated, skills and
behaviours. Throughout this report, we will try to indicate what these may be.
The report is structured against a series of areas that reflect the foundation of, operation of, and value
in, Communities of Practice.
The full results are available as Annexes.
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EXEC SUMMARY
Between December 2017, and February 2018, NHS North West Leadership Academy, in conjunction
with the Sea Salt Learning Research Hub, and North West Employers, ran a research project to
explore the conditions for ‘Communities of Practice’ to emerge.
We used three main methods for data collection:
•
•
•

An open survey, which gathered 98 complete responses
Semi-structured interviews with seven people
Surveys within an open Facebook group

We undertook the survey over the first four weeks of the project, and, although it has remained open,
focus from participants has very much shifted to the next phase. The survey was accessible via a
WordPress site (i) that we built specifically for the project, where we held the asset library. This
included blogs by Julian Stodd and Sea Salt Learning, 3 podcasts a week, produced by Sea Salt
Learning about the conditions for community, designed to provide momentum to the conversation,
and the weekly Social Age Chronicle, a co-created newspaper, the articles for which were written
mainly by the community itself. This website has had over 500 visitors to it over the 12 weeks of the
project, suggesting that reach was far wider than engagement on the Facebook group would indicate.
We created a Facebook group at week 5 of the project, as the survey showed that the majority of
respondents used it anyway, so we made accessibility as easy as possible. We have 75 members of
that group at the time of writing. It is important to note that this space is not the Community of
Practice that the project refers to, more a space to have the conversation about what the
Communities of Practice that emerge need, and how they might grow. It is a semi-formal space,
somewhat imposed, and as such is the tip of the iceberg for the potential reach of this project.
We have grouped our findings into nine sections, to be found in the main body of the report, under
such headings as the foundation of community, barriers to community, sense making in communities
and collaboration in communities. Of particular interest are our findings around the perceived need for
face to face meetings to build community, the use of collaborative technology (used very little in the
formal space, suggesting it either doesn’t occur, or occurs outside of what is sanctioned by the
organisation) and the perception of tools vs consequence for storytelling and collaboration.
We have provided insight and made suggestions into further areas to explore in research projects that
would build upon this one. Of particular interest may be research into the difference between
communities that are formed online and those that have more of a face to face focus, a study into
factors affecting engagement in and strength of communities, such as disenfranchisement and
perpetuating monocultures, and a large-scale use of collaborative technology study that could result
in significant cost savings for the sector.
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RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
We applied three main methods for the primary data collection:
•
•
•

An open survey, which gathered 98 complete responses
Semi-structured interviews with seven people
Surveys within an open Facebook group

S URVEY

The survey was designed to probe participants about what conditions would enable them to connect,
collaborate, co-create. The survey asked about how users might already be using communities to
sense make their everyday reality, and how they use storytelling and technology to do so, or even if
they do. The methods used were specifically an attempt to unearth interesting outcomes, and
unforeseen connections to enhance the understanding of Communities of Practice.
S EMI - STRUCTURED I NTERVIEWS

Randomised participants who had answered the survey were asked a series of questions (ii) by
researchers, which were focused on deepening the initial survey responses. The questions followed a
semi structured script; however, in response to participants answers, they asked additional questions
to amplify the discussions. Interviews lasted between 30 and 60 minutes.
F ACEBOOK S URVEYS

The Facebook surveys bridged the space between the initial surveys, and the CEDA (Curation,
Engagement, Debate, and Application) Model (iii), leveraging information gleaned from initial analysis
of the semi-structured interview results. For four weeks, a 4-item survey focused on each pillar of the
model was presented to the Facebook group.
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RESEARCH REPORT
1. THE FOUNDATION O F COMMUNITY
When we consider Communities of Practice in the Social Age, we need to consider some which are
formal, set up by the organisation, and some which are Social, emergent from within the community.
We can therefore say that the foundations may be formal, or social, with each type of community
operating in different ways, serving different purposes, and operating within different power structures
and control.
Communities serve many different purposes, some of which came up clearly in the research, and
others of which we have seen in previous research studies: they may be ‘sense making’ communities,
communities of ‘support’, of ‘challenge’, or even of ‘subversion’, communities that exist to challenge
the status quo. We belong to many different communities, some of which may hold conflicting views
with others.

We can consider the foundations of community in terms of the ecosystem factors, such as the
technology, and the space, and individual factors, such as individual Social Capital (iv), Social
Leadership (Stodd), capability with technology, and specific skills such as storytelling, or moderation.
An aspect to consider around the foundation of community is ‘need’: whether the community exists to
serve a background need, or a specific project-based need, or something else entirely. This may
relate to the life-cycle of the community: some communities are emergent, then disband rapidly, whilst
others emerge and remain in perpetuity.
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People engaged within Communities of Practice in different ways, taking different roles as they do so.
For many, their engagement will be need-based, but it’s clear that others derive significant tribal
identity, and self-actualisation, from both their participation within, and social reward (vi) and
recognition out of, their community.
W HAT DID WE SEE ?

For nearly 63% of people, the Community of Practice that they most enjoyed participating in was
informally created [28]. It was more likely to be a loose association of volunteers (63.5%) than a
formal structure. Indeed, for 25%, there was no discernible leadership structure at all.
We saw that 76% respondents were female [1], so overwhelmingly female, but it is an open question
whether this represents anything significant: one view would be that it simply shows heavy gender
bias within the primary audience invited to take part in the research. An alternative view would be that
women are more reflective about communities than men, but nothing in our research could
substantiate that. Interestingly, we have also seen a strong gender bias in our own Landscape of Trust
research.
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2. THE BARRIERS TO COMMUNITY
There are barriers to the membership of Communities of Practice. These can be wide-ranging, and
only some are visible.
Formal Communities of Practice may have clear rules governing membership, as well as clear rules
governing consequence and exclusion. Social communities rarely have such rules, governed instead
by the community itself, and established social norms. There are a wide range of ways in which people
can be excluded.
One most obvious reason is that they simply do not know that the community exists: they have a
specific need, but no route into the community, or knowledge of its existence. Even if they do know
that it exists, they may be excluded because they have no social connection into it, cannot find the
front door. Assuming it’s even possible for them to get into the community, we have to remember that
communities are social structures, and subject to the various biases and principles of exclusion that
impact on our wider society.
People can be excluded because of age, gender, sexual preference, politics, technical ability, of a
wide range and other sociological factors. They can also be excluded because their views do not
match that of the majority: even supposedly tolerant communities are typically tolerant only within
certain limits.
W HAT DID WE SEE ?

The vast majority of people taking part in the research identified as English/Welsh/Scottish/N
Irish/British/Irish (77%) [2]. It would be interesting to compare this with the general demographics in
healthcare. The majority of people in the study describe their current area of employment as
Healthcare (73%) [3].
Understanding the social zeitgeist of a community is particularly important for membership: 27% of
people said that their ability to have a conversation in an online community depends on “how much I
have 'got to know’ those in the online community”, which we could interpret to mean that you need to
be accepted and included to engage. [33]
When it comes to the formal policy around engagement in online Communities of Practice, for 50% of
respondents there was “no formal policy encouraging engagement.” [36]
Interestingly, only 15% of people said that they needed “safe place to discuss challenges” to interact
with their favourite Community of Practice, but of course that may be because they are already
accepted and empowered. [29]
33% of respondents said that “a welcome from community participants” was what mattered most to
them when joining a new community [25]. Interestingly, this is in contrast with the way that the
Facebook group behaved, at the time that question was asked, no individual member outside of the
project team reached out to new people as they joined.
43% of respondents strongly agreed with the statement “my work organisation welcomes difference”
(in people, in ideas, in processes), but just over 28% either disagreed with this, or said it was
dependent on the client [31]. We can’t take this result as a reassuring consensus that all communities
are open to everyone. It feels like quite a mixed picture, and maybe worth exploring further.
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W HAT ELSE COULD WE EXPLORE ?

It would be useful to conduct further research explicitly exploring those people who feel actively
disempowered or disenfranchised from engaging in online Communities of Practice.
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3. W HAT PEOPLE USE THE COMMUNITY FOR
People like to talk about people: the most popular keyword used when asking people about sense
making and pertinence, was People, followed by Community [20]. They talked about online
communities, faith communities, and cultural communities. They talked about young people, and
inspiring people, as well as both leaders, and peers [20]. It safe to say that a great deal of the
conversation within community was about the community, and that’s probably to be expected.
One key thing communities do is find their coherence, and they tend to do that in two key ways: the
first is to find a consensus, where people come together and agree on something, and the second
way is to unite in dissent, where people come together in opposition to something else.
There are benefits and risks in both models of coherence: in terms of sense making, Communities of
Practice can be valuable to understand data, and evolve professional practice, by creating safe
sharing spaces, safe storytelling spaces, and both empathic and supportive communities to surround
us whilst we rehearse new behaviours and skills. The risk comes through the monoculture nature of
many communities, and forces of confirmation bias. Communities can end up holding a position of
negative liberty: this is a position where whilst talking about the common good, they end up holding a
position that serves the good of the community itself.
W HAT DID WE SEE ?

The majority of individuals taking part in the research identified as working primarily in healthcare [3],
so there should be no surprise that the main concepts they discussed in their stories were ‘healthcare’
(0.97 relevance), followed by ‘psychology’ (0.85), ‘healthy’ (0.82), and ‘community outreach’ (0.8)
[21].
Amongst the strongest keywords were words of improvement: ‘community development’, ‘long-term
impact’, ‘streamlining’, ‘training’, and ‘partnerships’ [21].
People are very clear about the specific benefit that they get from the community interaction that
helps them understand the subject. They stated that ‘knowledge’ (0.97) was the most important
aspect, interestingly followed by ‘hearing’ (0.74), which would seem to relate to importance of
communities as story listening spaces.
Indeed, more widely, within our own global work on Social Leadership, we see that 'story listening’ (vii)
is often in the top three traits that people look for in their leaders.
Other aspects of community interaction which were deemed particularly important included
‘experience’ (0.67), ‘understanding’ (0.65), ‘challenge’ (0.61), and ‘active listening’ (0.58) [22]. These
probably nicely reflect the sense making and developmental aspects of community. Gaining access to
other people’s experience, and using the community to gain understanding, can both help us achieve
momentum. Challenge is clearly important too, and active listening may relate nicely to what we saw
elsewhere, which is that people want mentoring support to help them tell great stories [6].
It’s worth exploring the keywords that people used most often to describe the aspects of community
interaction that help them to understand the subject: as we’ve already seen, ‘people’, and
‘experiences’, were the most commonly used keywords. Words around difference also occurred quite
strongly: ‘different perspectives’, ‘a different point of view’, indicate the people are actively looking for
a range of opinions, at least in some cases [22].
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21% of people described being ‘vouched in’ to a community, as opposed to being able to access it
through ‘self-driven participation’ [23]. We know there are many different types of community, and not
all are equally open, indeed some communities gain their internal coherence and value by being
communities of status, or even exclusion.
The majority of people ‘strongly agreed’ that meeting face to face is important in building relationships
(59 people): this is not atypical but may represent that this is how we are used to doing things [12].
Whilst we can quantify that we forge online relationships differently from face to face ones, there may
be nothing inherently ‘bad’ about forging relationships online. We could read this as a strong
development need: how often is it practical to meet face to face and, possibly more importantly, if we
just grow our communities through face to face interaction, are we building in greater bias and a
stronger mono-culture?
As the desire for face to face meeting was so clear in the survey, the project included two face to face
days. One at the very end of the project (to be held 10 days after the end of the project) and one
community management train the trainer day. The community management day had limited places,
and we decided to sign people up from both the formal and social spaces. 5 places were given to the
North West Leadership Academy to use, and the remaining 10 were awarded to the most engaged
members of the Facebook group, voted for by their peers. ‘Socially moderated reward’ (xii) is
important to Social Leadership and community engagement.
Attendees to the final face to face day are self-selecting, with a capacity of 80. Due to the identified
need for help with storytelling elicited in the survey, the day will focus on storytelling. The project team
debated about even having a face to face event for the project, considering that to do so may be
holding on to old ways of doing things. We also acknowledged that holding a face to face event would
unintentionally disenfranchise some people, as the geographical spread of the project was significant.
We considered challenging participants to hold their own meetings, at large or small scale, and tell
their stories of them, but perhaps that is an option for later projects, or for the forthcoming
Communities of Practice to undertake of their own accord. Ultimately, we decided that empowering
people to tell and listen to stories, and to present the findings of the project to them by telling our own
story, would be of benefit to the participants in this project.
W HAT ELSE COULD WE EXPLORE ?

It would be useful to conduct further research around face to face vs online communities. Perhaps we
could compare groups that are formed in the different ways.
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4. SENSE MAKING IN COMMUNITIES
In the Social Age, knowledge itself is no longer enough: it’s our ability to do something with it that
counts, and that ability is often enhanced by the community that surrounds us. Indeed, it’s not just the
context of knowledge that is changed, it’s the nature of knowledge itself in many ways: whilst we still
rely on certain fixed types of knowledge, in our everyday lives much of the knowledge that we engage
with is substantially co-created, dynamic, adaptive, and evolutionary.
To be effective, we almost certainly utilise both types of knowledge: the fixed knowledge that we learn
through formal programs, but also the co-created knowledge that we access through our
communities.
Communities do not simply facilitate the transmission of fixed knowledge, they can act as active
‘sense making’ entities, through mechanisms of social filtering, contextualising, and amplification.
Social filtering is a type of aggregated understanding, whereby individuals each provide context on a
specific subject, and collectively create a narrative around it. The contextualisation of knowledge is
about a community of Practitioners that surround us, with a shared understanding of the context of
our everyday work, and the ability to contextualise new knowledge within it.
Social amplification is the mechanism whereby important knowledge, and highly authentic stories, can
be amplified through community: amplification is a function of the strength of connection, but also,
crucially, the diversity of connections.
Monoculture communities will be less effective at amplification than diversified and highly
interconnected ones.
W HAT DID WE SEE ?

People described the way that the community gave them access to ‘knowledge', but importantly also
‘experience’, ‘understanding’, ‘challenge', and that the community ‘actively listened’. [22]
When asked about the need to learn something new related to work, 44% would ask their Community
of Practice [38]. They talked about how the community gave them ‘different perspectives’ [22]: for
33% of people, the fact that a Community of Practice ‘crosses between areas of practice’ [27], is
specifically important.

12 | P a g e

They described ‘safe non-judgemental space’ [22], the experience of ‘cross sector people’ [22], which
ties into the importance of diversification of community ( (xiii)), the ability to hear a wide range of
voices. The sense that these community spaces are non-judgemental is very important: in our
separate research into trust (viii), and in Stodd’s (2017) work on community led change we see that
consequence (ix) is a dominant force that can silence curiosity.
People ‘strongly agreed’ that ‘space’ and ‘time’ are important for reflection [13], which is probably a
policy and mind-set issue that may need to be addressed: as we move towards more social models of
learning and performance, we may have to address scheduling and allocation, or even ownership, of
our time.
The face to face interviews we conducted spoke clearly about a desire and need to carry on the
conversation between meetings, suggesting that the people that we spoke to were not able to. Some
people spoke specifically about email not being a good enough tool for that, yet it remains
overwhelmingly the most popular method of communication at work and home [10]
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5. STORYTELLING IN COMMUNITIES
Stories form the basic mechanism for the transmission of cultural information and knowledge: it’s clear
that in the social age, stories are important. Stodd (2017) identifies three layers of storytelling (x) that
are relevant to social sense making communities: the individual stories that are formed and shared by
each participant, the co-created stories which are written by the community itself with the input of
many, and organisational stories which form a formal narrative and are owned and controlled by the
organisation itself.

There is a natural tension between these three types of story: personal narratives are typically deemed
to be highly authentic, and authenticity is typically the number one thing that people look for in stories,
so by default, we greatly value personal stories. Co-created narratives typically do not share a story of
consensus: it is rare, and nor is it necessarily valuable, for a community to have a unified opinion
about something. Instead, co-created narratives are often stories of difference. Indeed, learning to tell
stories of difference can be a specific skill that should be developed within communities.
Organisational stories are typically highly formal: they often have high production values, and are both
owned, and controlled, by the organisation itself. They may tolerate limited dissent from the
established narrative.
As we explore online and emergent Communities of Practice, we would expect to see a greater
emphasis on both individual, and co-created, storytelling, with formal organisational narratives being
somewhat less relevant, because organisational narratives tend to be broadcast, and community
spaces tend to be collaborative and co-creative, or at least do so at their best.
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It’s hard to look at stories, without considering the underlying power that sits behind them:
organisational stories carry the weight of the organisation, whilst individual narratives carry the
authenticity of the individual.
Co-created narratives, by contrast, carry a reputation and consensus type of power, which is why
they can take longer to form, but when they do form, they can carry great persistence.
W HAT DID WE SEE ?

When we asked, ‘what would help you to tell a story’, for a many people, the answer was, ‘mentoring
to boost confidence in how to do it’ 23% [6]. Only one person wanted to see an example of a good
story. The juxtaposition of ‘mentoring’ and ‘confidence’ is interesting, and may beg the question of
whether confidence is purely a function of mentoring or if it speaks more widely of perceived
consequence around storytelling e.g. what sits behind existing lack of confidence?
10% [6] of people said that ‘tools’ would help them to tell a story: another area that it will be interesting
to unpack further. Is this specifically about technologies for storytelling, or access to resources, or
something deeper, where ‘tools’ being used as a proxy for ‘permission’.
Around 15% of people stated that their favourite Community of Practice encourages ‘sharing stories
of success’ [39].
W HAT ELSE COULD WE EXPLORE ?

It will be valuable to look at where confidence comes from in storytelling, what causes people to feel
confident to share a story, either in the knowledge that they are free from consequence, or perhaps
more significantly, when they know the consequence will be applied e.g. whistleblowing.
We could also explore what people mean by tools and prototype a range of tools.
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6. COLLABORATION IN COMMUNITIES
Collaboration is complicated: just bringing a group of people together does not mean that they will
collaborate, and nor is collaboration simply a matter giving people great technology and beautifully
decorated spaces. Indeed, we often see that collaboration occurs in opposition to establish systems,
outside formal technologies, and in extremely trying conditions. Collaboration is a specific skill, and we

can probably differentiate between simple collaboration, and ‘complex collaboration’.
It is easy to collaborate on the things that we want to collaborate on! Collaborating with known people,
to achieve known ends, it’s not that hard. But to face the types of challenges we face today, against a
backdrop of constant change, often within deeply fragmented and fractured cultures, we need to
engage across our differences, with a strong foundation of respect, to achieve a complex
collaboration.
There is an intersection between collaboration and bias: forces of confirmation bias and unconscious
bias, can contribute towards us building out communities of similarity, correspondingly not simply of
makeup, but of thought. We build groups that look like us, think like us, reinforce us.
So, the skills that we need to foster to forge more complex collaboration, through the building of more
diversified and interconnected communities, may well be the same skills we need to drive towards
greater inclusion and lower bias.
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W HAT DID WE SEE ?

When we asked people about community interaction, ‘good ground rules’ was one of the strong
keywords. Whilst people wanted ‘a different point of view’, and ‘different perspectives’, they also
wanted collaboration to happen in ‘safe non-judgemental spaces’, with ‘good community support’ [22].
In the CEDA Survey, we explicitly looked at ‘debate’, which is part of both sense making and
collaboration. One interesting result related to whether people identified as gregarious or reserved.
60% of respondents said that they were ‘a mix of both gregarious and reserved’, 40% identify
themselves as ‘gregarious’, and none as reserved [34]. This relates to a wider debate about whether
communities, especially online Communities of Practice, are the preserve predominantly of extroverts.
Within the Social Leadership work, it seems clear that people take a broad range of roles within their
social communities, some of which are more traditionally extrovert, others of which are more
empathic, nurturing, and developmental. Still, this is almost certainly an area that would benefit from
deeper research: if we are simply enabling and empowering the extroverts, then we are unintentionally
disenfranchising and disempowering those whose voices are quieter.
Those in attendance at the community management train the trainer day spoke clearly about being
extroverts in one setting, and introverts in another. Julian Stodd identifies multiple roles (xi) in
communities, and champions fluidity of role as a necessary condition for community. Social Leaders
understand that they cannot bring their formal authority into a social space, and that an expert in one
thing may be a novice in another, and that these differences bring strength to communities.
Feedback can be important, and one question that explores this in detail may raise some specific
challenges: we asked people, ‘if someone gives me negative feedback on a task, project, or idea I
have, I am more likely to respond positively to that feedback if…’, 60% of people answered ‘provided
by a friend, face-to-face’ [35], with only 20% responding to feedback ‘from a boss, face-to-face’, and
20% ‘provided by a group I solicited for feedback, face-to-face’. Trust is an important aspect of our
willingness to accept feedback, although this idea of only soliciting feedback from friends leaves us
firmly at risk of confirmation bias.
W HAT ELSE COULD WE EXPLORE ?

Further research to look at the extrovert, or introvert, nature of participation would be valuable.

17 | P a g e

7. TECHNOLOGY AND COMMUNITY
The relationship between ‘technology’, and ‘community’ is a somewhat complex one. It can be easiest
to consider it in terms of ‘conversations’, and ‘spaces’. Conversations take place within certain
spaces, but we must not mistake the space for the conversation: conversations are fluid, able to move
around, and between, spaces.
Indeed, the desired output of the project was the conversation, and Facebook is a space that people
were already using. We envisage it as one of the only spaces for the conversation to take place.
In the context of ‘communities’, we can consider the technology to be the buildings that make up a
village, but the conversations are what make it a community. You can build as many houses and
shops as you like but until people stand outside the bakery, and have a conversation about you, it’s
simply architecture.
Even within this context, we can differentiate between different types of technology: broadly relating to
the formality of the technology, the ownership of it, and the permanence of the stories told within it.
The ‘formality’ of the technology seems to be often a totem, a code for ‘ownership and control’. If you,
as the organisation, provide the technology, then inherently you ‘own’ it, and inherently I will behave in
specific ways within it (much as we see people behave differently in office spaces from social spaces –
usually).
Some aspects of technology were unsurprising: people use iPhones more at home (high price, socially
valued, status), or the high usage of PCs in a work environment, with only 1 person identifying
themselves as Linux users in the office [11].
W HAT DID WE SEE ?

We were able to see clearly differentiated usage of technology between ‘formal’, and ‘social’ spaces.
People used call conferencing more than four times as often at work (62), than at home (15) [10].
Email, by contrast, was used similarly at home and work (80 to 85).
The democratisation of infrastructure technology makes it unsurprising that video conferencing was
used widely in both contexts (24 to 18), although still notably low overall, just 11% of the total
respondents used it on a regular basis [10].
A notable difference was instant messaging, used by almost twice as many people at home as at work
(62 to 33). This, despite many organisations investing in social collaborative technologies. Within this
healthcare focused population, email still seems the dominant technology.
When we looked broadly at the online spaces that people used, we had a predictably broad response,
with Twitter, Facebook, LinkedIn, and YouTube, covering the top four spaces [8]. We were surprised
to see WhatsApp rated so low [8] and wonder if this would correlate to any wider research in age
related bands in uptake. In parallel studies, we have seen higher usage of WhatsApp.
When we asked the follow up question, as to whether individuals had used these channels for online
collaboration, the results were broadly 50% or less for all channels [10], with one exception.
SharePoint was the only technology identified that is used more widely as a collaborative tool, as
opposed to being used as an online social space. This result should be unsurprising, because
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SharePoint is offered to the market as an organisational collaboration tool, not a social collaboration
tool in a democratised sense. It also requires significant configuration, cost, and back end support, in
contrast to most typical collaboration tools (e.g. Google Docs). The level of collaboration may indicate
positive uptake or may indicate that a great deal of collaboration is carried out illicitly elsewhere and
may not show up in these data. Or, indeed, may represent a vast potential for collaboration that is
simply not happening at all!
W HAT ELSE COULD WE EXPLORE

It would be interesting to unpack the use of instant messaging further, to understand how often instant
messaging is used within formal conversations (or alongside, or around the edges of them).
There may be value in exploring what tools people would LIKE to use for collaboration, beyond
SharePoint, and specifically what prevents them from so doing.
There is potential for a large-scale research project around collaborative technology in the sector that
could lead to significant cost saving.
It would be interesting to specifically explore whether people have ever felt the need to break rules,
and whether the ownership of technology impacts their trust in it, or willingness to use it, effects that
we have seen in the Landscape of Trust research.
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8. THE TIMING O F COMMUNITY
Typically, we see that both the formation of, and engagement within, communities, correlates closely
with both the tempo of activity, and the synchronicity of engagement between participants.
Communities that have some kind of imposed tempo can do quite well: specific topics that are being
discussed week by week, a pattern of online and off-line activities, celebration of specific acts of
graduation or achievement et cetera. Similarly, communities may have an internal tempo,
predominantly driven by active discussion around hot topics. But whether the tempo is internal or
external, synchronicity seems to be important in two ways.
For the duration of this project, we provided some formal content in the form of podcasts (xiv) and
blogs, plus the co-created weekly Social Age Chronicle, and held these assets in a WordPress site
created specifically for this project. There were 571 visitors to this site over the 12 week period,
indicating that engagement was higher than is clear from the Facebook group alone.
We would expect conversations to be occurring outside of the formal space, and, indeed, the
Facebook group is somewhat imposed and therefore semiformal.
If people come across a conversation which is inactive for a long period of time, the trail is often
sensed to be cold, and even the information outdated. If people are within a conversation where
others are slow to respond, they may lose interest themselves. This probably relates to the underlying
neurology of engagement, where every response makes us feel good in a timely way, and not simply
because people agree with us, but often because it enables us to re-enter the fray!
It shouldn’t be surprising, as a feature of conversation is synchronicity, and this is equally true in online
spaces.
W HAT DID WE SEE ?

57% of people who responded within the Facebook group [26] said that the last time “I participated in
a favourite Community of Practice was” today. A further 14% said that it was ‘yesterday’. The fact that
nearly 29% said the last time they participated was a month ago may indicate two things: it may be
that people are generally very engaged in their communities, although equally it may reflect that
people who are very engaged in their communities are more likely to take part in Communities of
Practice research [26]!
An alternative view is that this high engagement correlates to the fact that 62% of people most
enjoyed participating in communities that were informally created [28]: in other words, informally
created communities may generally show high levels of synchronous, or near synchronous,
engagement. The enjoyment of participation may relate to that high level of activity.
This would be entirely in line with our expectations: we know that formal communities can often have
low engagement.
Another interesting feature is that we see over 70% of participants identify as being self-driven in their
participation [23], and that motivation would also mean that they will be less happy if there is no
response.
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RECOMMENDATIONS

Communities

Establishing

Prior to establishing a community, survey to establish both formally provided, and
socially utilised, collaborative technologies. Use this to inform foundation
Consider gender balance at formation: does this reflect employed ratio, or is it worth
raising as topic with the group?
Consider motivation: exercises to build individual and shared narratives around
motivation may be valuable
Allow community to have at least partial control over topics and purpose, and expect
this to evolve over time

Communities

Supporting

Consider support around Storytelling: specifically mentoring, and creating opportunity
Consider mentoring for inclusion: how we welcome new people into the community
Consider how to help people find out about communities
Consider periodic survey of technologies used, as these tend to evolve over time, and
some people may be excluded through knowledge or access

Conduct further research explicitly exploring those people who feel actively
disempowered or disenfranchised from engaging in online Communities of Practice

Research

Further

Conduct further research around face to face vs online communities, comparing
groups that are formed in the different ways
Look at where confidence comes from in storytelling, what causes people to feel
confident to share a story, either in the knowledge that they are free from consequence,
or perhaps more significantly, when they know the consequence will be applied e.g.
whistleblowing
Explore what people mean by tools and prototype a range of tools
Further research to look at the extrovert, or introvert, nature of participation
Unpack the use of instant messaging further
Potential for a large-scale research project around collaborative technology in the
sector that could lead to significant cost saving
Explore whether the ownership of technology impacts our trust in it, or willingness to
use it
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ANNEX
SURVEY
D EMOGRAPHICS

The Demographics questions were designed to collect relevant information about the participants that
could steer interpretation of the data.
(only options that were chosen have been shown)

1

Gender

Female

66

Male

17

Prefer to not say
2

4

Ethnic group

British

57

Indian

1

Other White

5

White and Black African

4

Asian/Asian British

2

Prefer not to Say

5

3

Sector

Healthcare

63

Public Sector

3

Education and Training

5

Voluntary

6

Social Enterprise

3

Business/Consultancy

4

Housing

1

Prefer not to say

1

4

What county do you currently work in?

United Kingdom
Cheshire

28
8

Lancashire

11

Manchester

22

Merseyside

10

Cumbria

3

West Yorkshire

0

Buckinghamshire

1

23 | P a g e

5

Size of organisation

Less than 10

12

0-30

6

30-50

1

50-100

3

100-500

9

500-1000

1

1000-5000

17

5000+

23

Prefer not to say

6
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C OMMUNICATION

The Communication portion of the survey was designed to draw out of the participants their feelings
on a series of communication-focused feedback items – from their use of technology and collaboration
tools in the home and at work, to their use of organisationally-based storytelling.
What would help you to tell a story?

6

Time set aside just to address storytelling

38

Mentoring to boost confidence in how to do it

33

Tools

28

Information on how to tell stories

26

Less restrictive organisational policies

11

Nothing; I'm very comfortable telling stories

7

Nothing; telling stories doesn't apply to my job

4

Examples of good stories

1

Do you use storytelling as a way of sharing information?

7
Yes

72

No

12

What online spaces do you use? Have you ever used one for collaboration?

8
70

61

60

60

54
48

50
40
30

29

26

27

24

24

20
10

21
15

13

11

9
4

1010

98

3

7

5

5

2

4

1

7

4
0

33

3

23

10

10

10

10

1

0

WHAT ONLINE SPACES DO YOU USE?
HAVE YOU EVER USED ONE OF THE FOLLOWING ONLINE TOOLS FOR COLLABORATION?
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What stops you from using online collaboration tools?

9

Nothing does

28

I am comfortable using online collaboration

28

Time

27

Don't know how

23

Organisational rules

17

Nervous

10

Skills knowing how

2

It’s relevant but can’t replace face to face relationships that have been invested in over time.

2

On-line tools are not always the best option.

1

Not everyone has access and issues of confidentiality

1

Not convinced of effectiveness compared to face to face

1

Lack of personal contact

1

Not very familiar as those I am collaborating with don't use these avenues

1

Don't see the point

1

Technical equipment ..or access to the internet

1

Not knowing which ones are best for different purposes, lacking confidence in IT skills a bit to try

1

I work in a small organisation and so can access all staff fairly easily.

1

Online platforms irritate me

1

I'd much rather have a productive meeting with a strong agenda and action points

1

10

What digital communication channels do you use on a regular basis?
WORK

HOME

Call Conferencing

62

15

Email

85

80

Video Conferencing

24

18

Instant Messaging

33

62
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11

Which devices do you use on a regular basis?
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# I MPORTANCE IN I NTERACTIONS
The Interactions portion of the survey was designed to see what activities survey participants valued in
their Communities of Practice.
12

How important for you is meeting face to face when building relationships

Disagree

1

Somewhat disagree

1

Neutral

5

Somewhat agree

22

Strongly agree

59

13

How important for you is space and time to reflect

Disagree

0

Somewhat disagree

0

Neutral

3

Somewhat agree

29

Strongly agree

56

14

How important for you is keeping the conversation going between formal meetings

Disagree

0

Somewhat disagree

1

Neutral

4

Somewhat agree

39

Strongly agree

44

15

How important for you to have protected time to be part of communities

Disagree

0

Somewhat disagree

0

Neutral

11

Somewhat agree

36

Strongly agree

41
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16

How important is it be aware of what communities are out there and how you can get
involved

Disagree

1

Somewhat disagree

1

Neutral

7

Somewhat agree

32

Strongly agree

47

17

How important is it to meet face to face when building community

Disagree

1

Somewhat disagree

4

Neutral

4

Somewhat agree

31

Strongly agree

48

18

How important is it to have a shared online space for sharing documentation

Disagree

4

Somewhat disagree

7

Agree

14

Somewhat agree

37

Strongly agree

26

19

How important is it to have a Shared online space for Sharing ideas and best practice

Disagree

6

Somewhat disagree

5

Agree

14

Somewhat agree

35

Strongly agree

28
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F REE - TEXT

The free text portion of the survey was offered as an opportunity for participants to, with minimal
prompting, provide their own views on how they used communities. This data was analysed using
Natural-Language processing techniques, and the Descriptive Coding technique, with associated
sub-codes (Saldana, 2013).
20

Tell us about a time where a community enabled you to make sense of something that
was pertinent to your everyday life

Main concepts discussed:
•
Community (Relevance score .92)
•
Understanding (Relevance score .84)
0

0.1

0.2

0.3

0.4

0.5

0.6

0.7

0.8

0.9

1

people
community
support online community
faith community reps
Asian community realise
young people
inspiring people
primary care surgery
local development plans
NHS Leaders event
functional medicine peers
better work life
Not relevant

21

Very relevant

What enabled you to become part of that community or communities?
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22

What was the subject you were talking about?

Main concepts discussed:
•
Health Care (Relevance score .97)
•
Psychology (Relevance score .85)
•
Healthy (Relevance score .82)
•
Community outreach (Relevance Score .8)
0

0.1

0.2

0.3

0.4

0.5

0.6

0.7

0.8

0.9

1

primary care leaders
asset-based community development
OT practice
GP practice improvments
Long term impact
North west streamlining
wheelchair training scheme
Various strategic partnerships
stale environments/managers
self doubt
change training
wide way
career opportunities
Mental health
Council budgets
Leadership Developent
Not relevant

23

Very relevant

What was it about the community interaction that helped you to understand the
subject?

Main concepts discussed:
• Knowledge (Relevance score .97)
• Hearing (Relevance score .74)
• Experience (Relevance score .67)
• Understanding (Relevance score .65)
• Challenge (Relevance score .61)
• Active listening (Relevance score .58)
0

0.1

0.2

0.3

0.4

0.5

0.6

0.7

0.8

0.9

1

people
experiences
cross sector people
good community support
positive internal environment
different perspectives
safe non-judgemental space
Peer support facilitates
good ground rules
heroic leadership style
group scout leader
adifferent view point
People’s perspectives
stories
Real people
group sharing
Not relevant

Very relevant
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INTERVIEWS
Interviews

24

Tone of Language
Fear
Sadness
Disgust
Anger
Joy
0

0.1

0.2

0.3

0.4

0.5

0.6

0.7

0.8

0.9

No present

1
Present

Keywords
Mental Health
Time
organization
work
health
things
community
people
0

0.1

0.2

0.3

0.4

0.5

0.6

0.7

0.8

0.9

Not relevant

1
Very relevant

I NTERVIEW Q UESTION S CRIPT
1.

Could you tell me about the organisation you work for, in your words?

2.

What is your role in your organisation?
Potential probe: In a few words, could you describe what that means?

3.

Do you belong to communities, outside of the office, that address issues you face in your work life?
Potential Probe: What are these communities? (e.g., online support forums, informal face to face groups, formal
professional organisations.)
Potential probe: Do members from these communities come from offices like yours, or from a wider group?

4.

Do you have an official or formal ‘community’ sanctioned by your organisation?
Potential probe: if so, what is it? Do you use it? (ask only if not already covered.)
Does it include people from other organisations?

5.

What other types of organisations does your organisation interact with?
Potential probe: And outside of the organisational structure -- are there trusted individuals you work with in other
organisations who you know will help you to achieve your goals or community goals?
Potential probe: Can you describe an example of working with one of these individuals?

6.

How do you _usually_ interact with members from these other groups and organisations?
Potential probe: If technical, what are the benefits that you feel you most gain from that kind of interaction?
Potential probe: If face to face, what are the benefits that you feel you most gain from that kind of interaction?

7.

What would your ideal Community of Practice look like? No constraints, could be formal or informal, no limits on
what groups you’d have in it, just… let’s talk about what you think would best support you and the community.

8.

Are there other needs you have for communicating that you want to discuss with us?

9.

Do you have other suggestions for our focus?
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CEDA
C URATION
25

What matters most to me when I join a new community is...

A lively space for conversation

46.67%

A welcome from community participant

33.33%

Being left to find my way through the community until I feel like engaging

13.33%

A safe and trusted place where I feel I am valued for my offering

6.67%

26

The last time I participated in my favourite Community of Practice was:

Today

57.14%

Yesterday

14.29%

Last month

28.57%

27

What matters most to me when I join a new community is...

A lively space for conversation

46.67%

A welcome from community participant

33.33%

Being left to find my way through the community until I feel like engaging

13.33%

A safe and trusted place where I feel I am valued for my offering

6.67%

28

The Community of Practice I have most enjoyed participating in was:

Informally created

62.5

Grew as an offshoot of a formal organisation

37.5
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E NGAGEMENT

29

What makes you interact with your favourite Community of Practice?

Active learning community

38.46%

Ability to make a positive impact

23.07%

Technology or platform I prefer using

23.07%

Safe place to discuss challenges

15.38%

30

Who in my organisation leads change?

Practitioners

50%

Middle management

25%

The senior leadership team

25%

31

My work organisation welcomes difference (in people, in ideas, in processes)

I strongly agree with this

42.85%

I agree with this

28.57

Depends on the client

14.28%

I disagree with this

14.28%

32

Your favourite Community of Practice....

Has a loose association of volunteers

63.5%

No leadership structure that I can discern

25%

Has a group leadership (e.g., Board)

12.5%
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D EBATE

33

When having a conversation in an internet-based community I am more likely to....

Act as I do in real life

45.45%

Restrain myself

27.27%

Depends how much I have ‘got to know’ those in the online community

27.27%

34

In most Face to face social situations I am…

A mix of gregarious and reserved

60.00%

Gregarious

40.00%

Reserved

0.00%

35

If someone gives me negative feedback on a task, project or idea I have, I am more
likely to respond positively to that feedback if it was:

Provided by a friend, face to face

60.00%

Provided by a boss, face to face

20.00%

Provided by a group I solicited for feedback, face to face

20%

36

Within online spaces, my organisation has....

No formal policy encouraging engagement, but is engaged in online spaces

50%

A policy of welcoming engagement, which it follows

50%
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A PPLICATION

37

My organisation has

A knowledge repository where you can look up the official way to do things

40.00%

A formal mentoring program

20.00%

Encourages peer mentoring in day to day activities

20.00%

A knowledge repository where the organisation stores tips and tricks

10.00%

A formal training program

10.00%

38

When I need to learn something new related to work, I prefer to

Ask members of my Community of Practice

44.44%

Look for it on google

22.22%

Be provided the information in a structured manner to learn at my own speed

11.11%

Be provided the information in a structured manner in a formal setting

11.11%

Ask colleagues who work in my office

11.11%

39

Your favourite Community of Practice encourages

Free flowing communications (E.G., on and off topic discussions)

18.52%

Exploring new techniques

18.52%

Sharing stories of failure and lessons learned

18.52%

Encourages debate and shared language

14.81%

40

Your favourite Community of Practice encourages

Free flowing communications (E.G., on and off topic discussions)

18.52%

Exploring new techniques

18.52%

Sharing stories of failure and lessons learned

18.52%

Encourages debate and shared language

14.81%

Sharing stories of success

14.81%

Seeking feedback on ideas

14.81%
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PROJECT ENGAGEMENT
F ACEBOOK

41

Group membership
Total members

Active members
75

80
70
60

48

50
40
30
20
10
0

42

Group activity
Posts

Comments

Reactions

80
70
60
50
40
30
20
10
0
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W EBSITE

43

Website views and visits
Views

Visitors

800
682

700
600

540

500
400
300

225

244

230

200
102
100
0
December

January

February
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