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Systems Level Evaluation of Communities of Practice

Selected Theories and Related Constructs
The theories and constructs identified in this document are not meant to be exhaustive of the possibilities available. They are meant to illustrate how theories in the social and behavioral sciences can be used in the creation of a system-level, theory of change driven evaluation. 
Theories That Address Community Members (Individuals)

Individual Level:  At the individual level of analysis, theories can be used to assess how people change through their participation in a CoP. Since communities are social learning organizations as well as a means to improve collaboration and sharing of resources, theories selected to drive this level can measure such constructs as participants’ buy-in and trust in the communities of practice model, how they learn and share new information as well as how they develop new collaborations to support their work. 


Social Capital Theory:  The use of social capital theory has a long history in the sociology literature (Portes, 1998).  It is comprised of specific processes among people and organizations, working collaboratively in an atmosphere of trust, that lead to accomplishing a goal of mutual shared benefit. Lesser and Storck (2001) expanded this work by applying it to communities of practice. In their study of seven companies that support communities of practice, they defined three dimensions of social capital that relate to the creation of value within a community:

· structural dimension refers to the ability of individuals to make connections to others within an organization, 
· relational dimension allows the development of interpersonal relationships that reinforce these initial connections between individuals, 
· cognitive dimension, facilitates the development of a shared context among partners, and often includes a common language, knowledge artifacts, and the collective memory of the group. 


Social Cognitive Theory: Social Cognitive Theory (SCT) describes learning in terms of the interrelation among behavior, environmental factors, and personal factors (Bandura, 1986; 2004). SCT places a strong emphasis on each person’s ability to construct reality based on interactions with others, selective coding of information, and constant feedback from others. Three constructs central to SCT:

· observational learning occurs when a person watches the actions and outcomes of another person,
· self-efficacy defines a person’s confidence in performing a specific behavior, 
· outcome expectations show how individuals anticipate the outcomes of a behavior.

Social Network Theory: Social network theory (SNT) views social relationships in terms of nodes and ties where nodes are the individual actors within the network, and ties are the relationships between the actors. Emphasis is placed on relationships and links to others in the network rather than on the characteristics of the individuals themselves.  Specific constructs, which are generated by the SNA software, include:

· centrality - gives a rough indication of the social power of a node based on how well they "connect" the network - "betweenness," "closeness," and "degree" are all measures of centrality,
· betweenness – shows the extent to which a node lies between other nodes in the network. The measure reflects the number of people a person is connecting indirectly through their direct links,
· closeness – identifies the degree an individual is near all other individuals in a network (directly or indirectly). It reflects the ability to access information through the "grapevine" of network members,
· degree – gives the count of the number of ties to other actors in the network,
· cohesion – is the degree to which actors are connected directly to each other by cohesive bonds. 

Theories That Address How Communities Change as they Evolve (Organizations) 
Organizational Level:  Another level of analysis measures change at the organizational level. This analysis examines how well each CoP functions and accomplishes its goals and objectives. Additionally, comparisons can be made across communities to assess characteristics of different communities that contribute to their success as well as facilitators and barriers to successful functioning. 


Organizational Learning: By definition, communities of practice are social learning organizations. How communities create and manage knowledge among members and institutionally contribute to a better understanding is one of their fundamental characteristics. Torres and Preskill (2001) define organizational learning as a continuous process of growth and improvement that:

· uses information or feedback about both processes and outcomes (i.e., evaluation findings) to make changes,
· is integrated with work activities and within the organization’s infrastructure (e.g., its culture, systems and structures, leadership and communication mechanisms),
· invokes alignment of values, attitudes, and perceptions among organizational members. 

Social Network Theory:  The same conceptual theory is used as mentioned previously in the individual level of analysis; however, at the organizational level, network relationships are measured within and across communities. The study of social networks at the organizational level have been used in public health information management (Merrill et al., 2006) as well as knowledge transfer and exchange in communities of practice (Norman & Huerta, 2006).


Action Research and Related Theory: Action research serves to bring together the collective examination of how participatory approaches contribute to supporting change as well as creating new ways of knowing.  Grounded in the early work of Kurt Lewin (1946), who may have first coined the phrase, action research was further developed by theories and methodologies proposed by Argyris’ action science (1970, 1994) and Paulo Freire's participatory action research (1970, 1982).  More recently, action research provides the basis for community-based participatory research (Israel, B.A., Schulz, A.J., & van Olphen, J., 1998; Minkler & Wallerstein, 2003) and contributes to the ability of social science to produce knowledge with practical outcomes as well as facilitates social transformations (Fals Borda, 2001). Action research is a cyclical process of gathering data, analysis and interpretation, action, evaluation and reflection.  Constructs of interest include: 

· community development - recruiting members, building organizational structure, creating policies and strategies, evaluation, etc., 
· community membership - numbers, types, roles, etc., 
· community operations - modes of decision-making, conflict management, communication, etc., 
· community participation - types and levels of participation, modes, shared resources, etc., 
· capacity-building - shared information, training, etc.,
· collaboration - types, modes, mechanisms, etc.

Theories That Address How Communities Influence the Larger Environment or Program (Programmatic) 
Programmatic Level:  The first two levels of analysis in the systemic model examine how communities of practice impact individuals as well as how communities evolve and accomplish their work. The final level in the system is conducted at the programmatic level so that the communities’ impact on larger outcomes is better understood. This level can be applied when there are several communities working toward a common (public health) issue.

Systems Theory:  Systems theory posits that behavioral change is influenced not only by the attributes and mental processes of an individual, but by others within that person’s system.  While there are many definitions of a systems theory approach, one that can be applied is a paradigm or perspective that considers:

· connections among different components, 
· plans for the implications of their interaction, 
· requires active engagement of those who have a stake in the outcome to govern the course of change (Leischow & Milstein, 2006). 

Organizational Change:  The introduction of communities of practice is usually a major change in the way business is conducted among partners. Theories related to organizational change are used to measure how this change affects the larger picture. Studies of organizational change have been done in many organizations in many fields. A meta-analysis of organizational change identified several constructs that are important in successful change:

· external communication – degree of organization members’ involvement and participation in extra-organizational professional activities,
· internal communication – extent of communication among organizational units,
· professionalism – professional knowledge of an organization’s members,
· specialization – number of an organization’s specialties,
· technical capacity – organization’s technical resources and technical potential.

Diffusion of Innovations:  It is expected that communities of practice provide a means, not only to create new ways to address existing areas of concern, but also to disseminate these novel practices both internally and externally.  As described by Rogers (1995), diffusion of innovations refers to the spread of abstract ideas and concepts, technical information, and actual practices within a social system, where the spread denotes flow or movement from a source to an adopter, typically through communication and influence.  The key elements in diffusion research are:  innovation - an idea, practice, or object that is perceived as new by an individual or other unit of adoption; communication channel - the means by which messages get from one individual to another; time - the innovation-decision period is the length of time required to pass through the innovation-decision process.  Rate of adoption is the relative speed with which an innovation is adopted by members of a social system; and social system - a set of interrelated units that are engaged in joint problem solving to accomplish a common goal.

Rogers defines several intrinsic characteristics of innovations that influence an individual’s decision to adopt or reject an innovation: 
· relative advantage is how improved an innovation is over the previous generation, 
· compatibility is the level of compatibility that an innovation needs to be assimilated into an individual’s life, 
· complexity of an innovation is a significant factor in whether it is adopted by an individual. If the innovation is too difficult to use an individual will not likely adopt it,
· trialability determines how easily an innovation may be experimented with as it is being adopted. If a user has a hard time using and trying an innovation this individual will be less likely to adopt it,
· observability is the extent that an innovation is visible to others. An innovation that is more visible will drive communication among the individual’s peers and personal networks and will in turn create more positive or negative reactions.

