
Assessing the Value of Communities of Practice: 
Summary of Findings 

“The Public Service of Canada is now a knowledge-based institution. Its strength and future will be 
determined by its intellectual assets: its employees. Our creativity, knowledge, insight and skills will 

determine our future.”   
Tenth Annual Report to the Prime Minister on the Public Service of Canada (2003) 

Due to increasing public demand for better quality services, rapidly changing technology, and 
an environment of continuous change, the Federal Public Service of Canada is facing increasing 
pressure to become a learning organization that can access and leverage knowledge in order to 
provide public service excellence for all Canadians.  One approach that is gaining in popularity is 
the generation and sharing of knowledge through “Communities of Practice.”  “Communities of 
Practice are 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  CoPs are different from traditional work groups and teams in the sense that 
participation is voluntary rather than mandatory, interaction is informal rather than structured, 
and leadership tends to emerge from within rather than being appointed.   

Despite their popularity amongst CoP participants, however, some question whether or not such 
a loose, organically structured group can in fact generate value.  To answer this question, a 
first-of-its-kind survey was conducted by Vicky Carpio Tam, a federal public servant currently on 
education leave, in order to assess the value that CoPs can offer to both the individual and the 
organization that the individual works for.  With input from members of the National Managers 
Council and public service CoP Coordinators, the survey was designed by a team of MBA 
students (led by Vicky).  Two dozen CoP participants responded to the survey, providing some 
interesting insights into the value that CoPs can generate. 

Overall, much value can be gained from the community.  95% of the respondents said they 
regularly consulted the CoP if they had a work-related problem, with 22% stating that the 
problem would never have been solved if it were not for the CoP.  Participants stated that the 
CoP had helped them improve their ability to make decisions, solve problems, communicate 
effectively, and network.  Prior to the survey, it was thought that perhaps CoPs could provide 
an effective alternative to traditional training activities.  However, the survey results indicated 
that this may not be the case.  As one respondent put it, “A CoP does not replace traditional 
training, but it enhances it.”  One respondent found that the CoP’s collective knowledge 
provided context for the training tools she had obtained.  Another respondent indicated that she 
could also go back to the group and ask for clarification, which is something that cannot usually 
be done after a training course.  Thus, it appears that individuals still prefer to obtain the 
general tools and information from training workshops, but the CoP provides knowledge and 
context on how to effectively use such tools and information in real world situations.   

On average, respondents stated that they had met 12 new business contacts as a result of 
their CoP participation.  Sharing information (35%), having a sense of community (15%), 
                                                 

1 Wenger, Etienne, McDermott, Richard, & Snyder, William.  Cultivating Communities of Practice.  Boston: Harvard Business School Press, 2002. 



accessing otherwise “difficult to get” tacit/expert knowledge (15%), and having a better 
understanding of their organization (12%) were among the most common benefits that the new 
contacts generated for respondents.  One person stated that, since her office was in an isolated 
location post, the CoP helped her to combat her loneliness and made her feel a stronger sense 
of community.  Participants also stated that, due to having a sense of community, they have 
been more willing to take risks (4%) and achieved greater confidence (8%).   

The survey results suggested that CoPs can increase the productivity of the organizations in 
which CoP members work.  Respondents, on average, saved about an hour a week due to the 
support that CoPs provide to them.  Using conservative estimates, it was calculated that the 
public service organization saved approximately $28,000 on salary dollars (that would likely 
have been allocated to other initiatives) for the 24 respondents alone.   

On average, the CoPs had a positive impact on the participants’ commitment to the public 
service.  One respondent felt that she was able to contribute so much more than what was 
just in her job description, and consequently found a renewed interest in a public service 
career.  Another participant stated that prior to her involvement in a CoP, she felt that she was 
not valued by the organization and was in fact looking for another job.  After her involvement, 
however, she felt more committed to the public service and to her job and is no longer looking 
for other work.  This particular finding shows that employers should consider CoPs as part of a 
strategy to keep their employees satisfied and active and involved so that they feel like they are 
progressing. 

In terms of overall satisfaction, participants rated their CoP experience at an average of 4.2 
on a five point scale.  Given that participation is voluntary, this finding suggests that they have 
found much value from their involvement in CoPs.  Respondents stated that they joined 
because of either their passion for the particular area of practice (23%) or because they wanted 
to expand their knowledge in a certain area (23%).  The need for a network (15%) and a 
chance to further their career (12%) were also mentioned.  When asked why they chose to 
stay, given that participation in the CoP is voluntary, the majority (32%) stated that it was 
because they found the CoP information and the knowledge to be helpful.  21% stated that 
they stayed with the CoP because the CoP helps them perform their job duties more effectively.  
18% enjoyed the sense of community that they have found and 11% stated that they feel 
valued as a result of the comradeship of their community.  

Thus, overall, it appears that CoPs can provide significant measurable value to both the 
individual participants and their organizations.  The value to the individual includes helping 
them to resolve work-related problems, enhancing their skills, enhancing their knowledge and 
building their network.  The direct benefits of CoPs to public service organizations include 
increased productivity, enhanced job quality outputs, and increased commitment to the 
organization from their employees.  Thus, as CoPs develop and continue to bring value to public 
servants and to public service organizations, the federal government will be closer to its goal of 
becoming an exceptional learning organization that provides service excellence for all 
Canadians. 

Written by: Vicky Carpio Tam, a federal public servant currently on education leave.  Vicky can 
be reached by email at vickyctam@telus.net  



Summary Tables 

Carpio-Tam Summary Tables – the purpose of these tables is to summarize the information 
gathered from the survey and interview questions.  The three tables are: 

• Table 1: Likert Scales Table – displays the average scores of questions that contain the 
(5-point) Likert scale.  One version of this table contains the actual numbered scores.  
The second version replaces the scores with symbols.  A circle indicates a score from 1-
3.5 and a star symbolizes a score from 3.6-5.  The second version would be especially 
appealing to visual learners and helps the user determine at a glance where the value of 
the CoP lies. 

• Table 2: Non-Likert Summary Table – displays all other information in the survey & 
interview questions that do not have Likert scales. 

• Table 3: Storytelling Table - the Storytelling Table provides specific stories and 
narratives of how the CoP has specifically helped individuals generate value for 
themselves and for the organization, as these stories are often not adequately captured 
in the numbers and statistics in the above tables.  The table lists the accomplishments 
made, the insights the individuals obtained from the CoP to attain such 
accomplishments, the value to the individual, the value to the organization, and any 
notable quotes.     

 

 

Category Direct 
Benefits 

to 
Individual

Direct Benefits to 
the Organization 

Indirect 
Benefits to the 
Organization  

Problem Solving  4.3  

Learning/Knowledge  
Enhanced Job Quality  4.2  

Enhanced Skills 3.9  
 

Increased Collateral 
Knowledge 

4.3  
 

CoP as an Alternative 
to Traditional Learning 

 3.3 
 

Achievement of 
Organizational 
Objectives 

 3.2  

Commitment to the 
Public Service 

 3.7  

Network Building 4.0  
 

Participation 3.3   

Satisfaction 4.2   

Table 1: Likert Summary Table, Version 1 
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Table 1: Likert Summary Table, Version 2  



 

 

Category Direct Benefits to 
Individual 

Direct Benefits to the 
Organization 

Indirect Benefits to 
the Organization  

Problem 
Solving 

 • 95% of respondents 
indicated that they 
regularly consult (1-5x 
per month) the COP 
regarding a work-
related problem 

• Of these consultations, 
50% stated the CoP 
was likely to have the 
answer between 50-
75% of the time, while 
25% stated the CoP 
would have the 
answer 76-100% of 
the time 

• 22% indicated that no 
other alternatives (e.g. 
training, other 
networks) could have 
solved the problem. 

 

Learning/ 
Knowledge Sharing 

Enhanced Job 
Quality 

 • Four respondents 
were able to facilitate 
workshops more 
effectively (see 
“Storytelling Table”) 
due to insights from 
the CoP 

 

Increased Skills • 38% were inspired to 
take on other work-
related training as a 
result of their 
involvement 

• 12% were inspired to 
pursue higher education 

• One individual started 
her own CoP as a result 
of the involvement, 
which led to a 
promotion (See 
“Storytelling” Table) 

 • The increased 
skills of 
individuals often 
lead to higher 
quality work 
outputs 

Table 2: Non-Likert Information Summary Table  



Category Direct Benefits to 
Individual 

Direct Benefits to the 
Organization 

Indirect Benefits to 
the Organization  

Increased 
Collateral 

Knowledge 

• 73% were able to 
obtain valuable 
knowledge outside of 
the CoP’s practice area 

 • The knowledge 
obtained may also 
be valuable to the 
organization 

Alternative to 
Traditional 

Learning 

• 67% indicated that their 
government 
departments 
traditionally approach 
learning through 
training sessions.  
Participants felt that 
CoPs were more specific 
and contextual than 
traditional training 
sessions. 

• One individual indicated 
they prefer the CoP’s 
bottom-up approach to 
learning (rather than 
the traditional top-down 
approach) 

• Another indicated she 
was able to go back to 
the group and ask for 
clarification, something 
that can’t usually be 
done after a training 
course. 

• CoPs act as an 
enhancer to traditional 
training activities, 
rather than a complete 
alternative.  
Individuals can obtain 
the general tools and 
information from 
traditional workshops, 
but the CoP provides 
them with knowledge 
and context on what is 
appropriate use for 
such tools and 
information.   

• Organizations 
obtain a better 
ROI in training 
and other 
traditional 
learning activities, 
as the CoP helps 
to facilitate the 
transfer between 
the sessions to 
the workplace. 

Innovation • A facilitation toolkit and 
coaching guidelines are 
only some of the 
innovative tools 
generated by CoPs. 

 • The innovative 
products and 
services 
generated by 
CoPs could be 
useful for 
organizations to 
tap into. 

Productivity  Average time per month 
spent on CoP activities= 3 
Average time saved per 
month = 7 hours per 
individual 
Average Total Net Time 
Saved: 4  hours 
Average Hourly Salary: $25 
(conservative estimate) 
Total Salary $ Saved: $100
Total Respondents: 24 
Total Salary $ Saved: 
$2,400 per month 
Total Salary Saved per 
year: $28,800 
(allocated to other 
initiatives) 

 



Category Direct Benefits to 
Individual 

Direct Benefits to the 
Organization 

Indirect Benefits to 
the Organization  

Achievement 
of 
Organizational 
Objectives 

 • On average, 
Participants stated 
that the CoP helped 
slightly in terms of 
achieving public-
service wide 
organizational 
objectives.  (See Likert 
Table) 

 

Commitment 
to the Public 
Service 

 • Participants overall  
felt that the CoP had a 
positive impact on 
their commitment to 
the Public Service (see 
Likert Table).   

• One participant stated 
that due to her CoP 
involvement, she is no 
longer looking for 
other work as she 
feels more valued by 
her organization and 
by her community. 

 

Network 
Building 

• On average, 
participants have met 
12 new business 
contacts. 

• Sharing information 
(35%), having a sense 
of community (15%), 
assessing “know-how” 
(tacit knowledge) 15%, 
and having a better 
understanding of their 
organization (12%) 
were among the 
benefits received from 
network building.   

• 45% stated that due to 
the CoP contacts, they 
have made useful 
business contacts 
outside of the CoP.  

• 82% stated the 
contacts they have 
developed through the 
CoP has been 
beneficial in their line 
of work.   

 



Category Direct Benefits to 
Individual 

Direct Benefits to the 
Organization 

Indirect Benefits to 
the Organization  

Participation • Respondents joined 
because they were 
passionate about the 
particular area of 
practice (23%), they 
wanted to expand their 
knowledge (23%), they 
needed a network 
(15%) and they wanted 
to further their career 
(12%).  

• Participants choose to 
stay involved in the CoP 
because the knowledge 
and information 
distributed is valuable 
(32%) and the CoP 
helps them perform 
their job duties more 
effectively (21%). 

 • Enhanced image 
of the 
organization, 
showing that they 
are contributing 
to continuous 
learning initiatives 

Notes:  
Total number of respondents: 24 
Statistics relating to each of the survey questions are based on the actual number of responses 
to each particular question.   
 



 

 

Accomplishments Insights 
from CoP 

Value to the 
Individual 

Value to the 
Organization 

Quotes 

In-House Facilitation 
Five respondents were able 
to facilitate workshops and 
forums more effectively 
thanks to the tools and 
support of their 
communities.  After one 
particular workshop, the 
participants ended up also 
using the CoP facilitation 
tool in their own 
organizations.  One specific 
forum ended up achieving a 
95% satisfaction rate.  The 
person who facilitated this 
forum went on to win a 
prestigious award and 
attributes a significant part 
of achieving that award to 
the skills, tools, and 
support that she had 
attained through the CoP.  
Two other individuals were 
inspired to pursue 
facilitation certification 
designations. 

• Tools used 
(e.g. 
Interview 
Matrix) 
were 
created and 
distributed 
through the 
CoP 

• Context-
specific 
knowledge 
regarding 
facilitation 

 

• Increased 
moral 
support 

• Rejuvenate
d interest in 
their jobs 

• Increased 
confidence 
in their 
abilities 

• Increased 
satisfaction 
and pride in 
their work 

• Cost Savings – the 
organization did not 
have to hire outside 
facilitators 

• Enhanced image – 
one forum received a 
95% satisfaction rate, 
enhancing the 
sponsoring 
organization’s image 

• Increased quality of 
work – the quality of 
the workshops and 
forums were 
considerably better 
due to the employees’ 
enhanced skills 

• Time Savings – 
individuals indicated 
that they spent less 
time hunting for tools 
and resources  

• Development of 
employees – 
individuals were 
inspired to further 
develop their skills 

“ I am much 
more 
comfortable now 
with my role and 
have lots of 
excellent 
resources to fall 
back on for 
help.” 

 

Promotion 
One individual attributes 
her promotion to her 
involvement in her CoP.  
She was originally part of a 
CoP that had eventually 
disbanded; however, the 
experience was motivating 
enough for her to 
spearhead another CoP for.  
Her efforts caught the eye 
of senior managers and 
they consequently 
promoted her, with a higher 
salary. 

• Information 
and 
expertise 
regarding 
coaching 
practices 

• Enhanced 
facilitation 
& 
leadership 
skills  

 

• Increased 
motivation 
to perform 
her job 

• Increased 
interest in 
the area of 
practice 

• Increased 
confidence 
to try new 
things 

• Career 
Developme
nt 
opportunity 
for the 
individual 

• Retention of talent – 
the individual stated 
that she felt more 
invigorated about her 
job 

• Development of 
employees – the CoP 
provided the 
individual with the 
development 
opportunity to 
showcase the talents 
that the organization 
considered valuable. 

“Where at one 
time I did not 
feel I was 
valued by the 
organization and 
I was looking for 
other jobs, I 
now get a great 
deal of 
satisfaction from 
my work and 
would be hard 
pressed to 
consider 
changing job 
assignments.” 

 

Table 3: Storytelling Table  


