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Abstract 

Communities of practices (CoPs) are groups of people with a common area of expertise or 

professional practice who interact to exchange, share, and learn from one another. CoPs play a 

crucial role in distinguishing, memorizing, and exchanging novel effective practices within the 

organization, enabling the organization to improve its performance. In ―normal‖ circumstances, 

CoPs rely on channels with high media richness (i.e., personal meetings in informal settings, 

short- and long-term visits to sister subsidiaries, participation in joint task forces) that transfer 

tacit knowledge. We demonstrate how it is possible to preserve effective functioning of CoPs 

using communication channels with lower media richness. 
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Introduction  

Communities of practices (CoPs) are important elements of the modern corporation. A CoP is a 

group of people with a common area of expertise or professional practice who interact to 

exchange, share, and learn from one another (Wenger et al 2002). CoPs play a crucial role in 
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distinguishing, memorizing, and exchanging novel effective practices within the organization, 

enabling the organization to improve its performance.  

In our research and consulting experience we identified the two most developed 

communities of practices in multinational companies – intra-organizational communities of 

persons of different ranks located in different countries involved in design and implementation of 

both process and product innovations, and inter-organizational communities of human resource 

managers of subsidiaries of foreign corporations with different countries of origin but located in 

the same host country. The major goal of the first type of communities of practice is to work 

across functions and hierarchical levels assembling resources for solutions embracing both 

process and product innovations. An example of actions of a community of practices of the first 

type was observed in one global bottler when it tried to apply the standard type of bottling of the 

iced tea. Usually the tea drink was bottled in returnable containers—thick plastic bottles. 

However, the collection and reuse of thick plastic bottles totally failed in one country.  To solve 

the problem, many well-known but formerly isolated solutions were combined by the local 

subsidiary into one complex solution: pasteurizing bottle caps with the hot drink itself and 

creating excess pressure in the bottles by injecting inert gas that guarantees both the maintenance 

of the elasticity of the thin plastic bottle and the protection of the drink from oxidation. This 

solution was initially adopted on three production lines in one particular host country. As the 

popularity of iced tea in the United States was growing, this new solution was designated as a 

best practice and was successfully applied in the American factories of the parent company. The 

most important element of the whole story is not technical peculiarities of the solution, but the 

fact that the development of a new technology, its testing and launch required the combined 

efforts of the head of the local subsidiary, the global brand‘s technical director, and the director 

of the global brand‘s international projects.  

 Communities of practices of the second type –HR managers from different subsidiaries 

located in the same country -- actively learn one from the other on how to adapt corporate-wide 
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organizational initiatives and HRM policies to local legal and institutional conditions. The key 

element of mutual learning is revealing to colleagues not only successes, but also failures 

(unsuccessful attempts to implement a particular corporate-wide HRM solution, ineffective or 

simply wrong methods of selection, recruitment or separation of the local personnel etc.).  

 

 

 

Radical decrease of possibilities of communications with high media richness during the 

current pandemic 

   

In ―normal‖ circumstances, the higher the rate of change in business conditions demanding the 

creation of novel practices, the stronger the intensity of communication within CoPs using 

channels with high media richness (i.e., personal meetings in informal settings, short- and long-

term visits to sister subsidiaries, participation in joint task forces) that transfer tacit knowledge 

(see Klitmoller and Lauring (2013). Unfortunately, now and for an indefinite period which is 

likely to last least several months, international travel is almost completely prohibited, and it is 

impossible to use communication channels with high media richness. Meanwhile most 

geographically dispersed units of multinational corporations, especially manufacturing units, are 

face the same problems, that is, disruptions of supplies, temporary closures of production 

facilities, and the necessity of temporary or permanent personnel redundancies. However, in 

global corporations, these problems appear in a non-synchronic manner; while Chinese factories 

are returning to operations, Spanish or Italian production facilities are still idle. As a re-launch of 

a factory usually presents a tricky task, CoPs should facilitate the return to the ―normal‖ state of 

operations during periods of global disruption. The question is how to achieve that goal without 

the standard communication channels used by members of CoPs. 

 

Preserving communities of practices 
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The successful preserving of the existing CoPs includes several actions that can be implemented 

simultaneously. 

Action 1: Moving members of CoPs out of the shadows. CoPs differ from other types of intra-

organizational networks in that the participants‘ roles are not formally assigned and are not 

defined with respect to the CoP task. Moreover, the delineations of member roles are not clear. 

As a result, many members prefer to remain in the shadows, especially if the corporate center has 

not especially promoted informal relationships between employees of different subsidiaries and 

do not encourage direct communication across the hierarchical levels. However, in the present 

conditions, this practice must be abandoned. Members of CoPs should be supplied with the 

necessary resources (communication tools for video conferences, time allocated for such events, 

moral recognition of their mental and time efforts and, despite the crisis, monetary remuneration 

for the task) to share the unique emerging knowledge and experience with their colleagues in 

other corporate units. The records of such bi- or multi-party video conferences should be stored 

to disseminate these materials wider in the corporation and to avoid members of CoPs having to 

repeat meetings with the same agendas with other colleagues from other countries. 

Action 2: Careful Documenting planned and especially unplanned events and decisions. In the 

same way that every ship has a logbook and any division has a combat diary during combat, the 

manufacturing unit must maintain a detailed diary of events and decisions, including records of 

oral orders. A special person with a tentative title ‗a secretary of the executive committee‘ should 

be assigned to perform that  task. 

Action 3. Making and storing audio and video recordings of all important meetings of a 

corporate unit, starting from daily morning planning audio (video) conference to all non-routing 

meetings. Of course, not all this information must be shared with sister units, but it must be 

available to all officially recognized CoPs‘ members of a unit and can be offered upon request to 

the supervising units (regional headquarters or corporate headquarters). 
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Action 4. Encouraging members of CoPs to keep their own diaries. These diaries should be 

private and totally confidential; their aim is to facilitate members to memorize the most 

important events and both realized and rejected solutions of the problems. 

  

Conclusions 

At first glance, the proposed measures appear to be an additional burden on employees striving 

to solve the acute problems to keep the operations running and the company afloat in the often 

totally chaotic business conditions. They also contradict the highly informal character of CoPs. 

However, there are commonly known ways to promote intra-organizational communications See 

(see Gurkov and Saidov (2017).  First, top corporate managers will not ―poke their nose‖ too 

often into the records of daily meetings of a corporate unit and materials of inter-unit video 

conferences. Just the opposite, ―to make something attractive is to make it not totally licit.‖ 

Headquarters should not openly insist on  the exchange of video materials from internal meetings 

of corporate units or with dissemination of videoconferences between sister subsidiaries across 

the corporation
3
. This may maintain the sense of discretion of members of CoPs regarding the 

exchange of knowledge with their colleagues in other countries. 

 In the current conditions, when the situation regarding the measures against COVID-19 is 

changing daily in different countries, CoPs serve as an effective supplement to the formal 

management structures of a corporation, especially through the high speed of distribution of 

information on effective solutions of possibly small but important problems. Preserving CoPs 

substituting channels with high media richness with other communication methods is feasible. 
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