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Virtual Communities of Practice (VCoPs) are used by multinational companies such as Xerox, IBM, 
and HP, among others, as a tool for sharing and disseminating knowledge for increasing organizational 
performance. In this context, some theoretical and practical studies have been conducted to identify 
barriers and facilitators for the functioning of Communities of Practice in organizations. This article 
describes the research that was undertaken in a Brazilian company of the public services sector with the 
objective to identify the reasons why participants of VCoPs do not actively participate in their 
communities. The applied method was a survey of members of VCoPs in the target organization, where 
an attempt was made to qualitatively understand the quantitative results with the aid of semi-structured 
interviews with three focus groups. The results of the selected case study confirm inhibiting factors for 
active participation of VCoP members mentioned by other researchers, and no evidence was found that 
would suggest different factors for organizations of the public sector. The study contributes to the 
understanding of the main reasons why people do not actively participate in VCoPs in organizations and 
provides elements useful in the management of VcoPs. 

1. Introduction 

Companies currently recognize knowledge as a valuable asset in obtaining competitive 
advantages; thus, the deployment and development of knowledge management initiatives 
gain space in organizations (Ribeiro, 2008). In this context, virtual communities of practice 
(VCoPs) win outstanding roles as effective tools for knowledge sharing, particularly the 
tacit form in the organization (Chikh and Berkani, 2010; Nonaka and Von Krogh, 2009) 
that, by being in people's minds or incorporated therein, constitutes a real competitive 
differential (Leonard and Sensiper, 1998), since it cannot be easily imitated by competitors. 

With regards to the public sector, although competitiveness is not at stake, the 21st 
century citizen expects public services to be effective. Thus, knowledge management 
practices such as VCoPs have been implemented also in this sector (Batista et al., 2014). 
Although the advancement of information technology has been a factor that promoted the 
proliferation of VCoPs in organizations (Ribeiro, 2008), the literature indicates that the 
participation of people occurs in varying intensities (Wenger, McDermott and Snyder, 
2002; Saint-Onge and Wallace, 2003), and still there are just a few studies that elucidate 
the factors that cause low levels of participation (Ardichvili, Page and Wentling, 2003). 
The research presented in this article was undertaken between 2005 and 2007 in order to 
seek the reasons why VCoP members of a Brazilian organization of the public sector did 
not actively participate in their communities. Because of the topicality of the theme, 
reflections on knowledge sharing through VCoPs in this organization are made herein, 
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paving the way for a longitudinal research to be performed to study the evolution of the 
phenomenon over time. The present study is relevant for revealing barriers to active and 
intensive participation, from the perspective of members of VCoPs when social network 
activities were not part of the daily routines of employees.  

The article is structured as follows: after this Introduction, Section 2 presents the 
literature review on the barriers that impede active participation of members in VCoPs. 
Section 3 discusses the methodology and the research method employed in the 
investigation. Section 4 presents the results obtained and the discussions. Section 5 brings 
the findings, limitations of the research and suggestions for future studies. 

2. Literature Review 

The term barriers comprehends obstacles that hinder, limit or prevent a process (Ribeiro, 
2008). Active participation in VCoPs refers to "an influential, concerned participation, 
characterized by cooperation and reciprocity" (Lévy, 1999, as cited in Ribeiro, 2008, p. 27). 

Wenger, McDermott and Snyder (2002) mention that the participation of members in 
VCoPs is not uniform, and there are three levels of participation: central, active, and 
peripheral. The central group represents around 10% to 15% of all participants, 
coordinating and directing the group, while the active group is composed of members who 
regularly participate, but in less intensity, and represent 15% to 20% (Wenger, McDermott 
and Snyder, 2002). The third group is peripheral, and is the most important one: generally 
formed by newcomers seeking to learn from the veterans, and not participating actively 
(Wenger, McDermott and Snyder, 2002). 

Because it is the majority, the peripheral group aroused the interest of this research, in 
search of reasons that hinder the passage of a peripheral member to the second and the first 
level, in the movement that ensures and consolidates the life of a VCoP. 
Gannon, Leary and Fontainha (2007) mention some potential barriers so that a VCoP 
stabilizes: i) the level of participants' knowledge about the domain, ii) the different 
epistemologies that can hamper mutual understanding about a topic, III) the participants' 
comfort level with virtual reality, bringing with it the issue of trust, at the individual or the 
institutional level. About it, Usoro, Sharrat and Tsui (2006) emphasize that trust based on 
the community integrity is paramount for the knowledge-sharing behavior to occur in 
VCoPs. Gannon et al. (2007) also describe the difficulties in the use of new technologies 
by participants as one of the barriers to knowledge sharing within the VCoPs. 

Regarding Brazilian studies on the theme, Hernandes (2003), cited by Ribeiro (2008), 
identified in his research the following potential barriers, based on VCoP studies in ten 
countries and three continents: i) lack of awareness by members with respect to the 
objectives of the VCoP, ii) lack of awareness of members about the community domain, 
iii) lack of an atmosphere of trust. 

Silva (2007) identified seventeen barriers to the active participation of members in 
VCoPs (Table 1) of Brazilian organizations, which were adopted as the basis for carrying 
out the empirical study reported in this article. 

Table 1- Barriers to the active participation of members in VCoPs according to Silva (2007) 

1. Lack of clarity in the community domain.  The topics created in the community do not arouse interest 
and do not create a sense of group identity. 
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2. Lack of clarity in the community objectives.  The members do not realize the purpose and the results to 
be achieved. 

3. Lack of time to participate in the VCoP.  
The excess of tasks demanded by the organization formal 
structure prevents the members from finding time to 
participate in VCoPs. 

4. Fear of exposing themselves in the community 
environment.  

Some participants are afraid of negative criticism or 
reactions with respect to the ideas they present. 

5. Lack of operational support to the community. Many VCoPs need guidance and support to assist the 
member before the operational difficulties of the system. 

6. Lack of an active moderation in the community. 

Absence of a person who performs the mediation of 
discussions, connecting the members and maintaining the 
focus of the VCoPs, establishing the confidence in the 
environment. 

7. Prejudice with respect to the community 
initiative. 

There is the opinion that sharing ideas and generating new 
knowledge through VCoPs is a fad. 

8. Skepticism with respect to the community 
initiative 

The members do not believe in the benefits that a VCoP 
can bring to them and to the organization. 

9. Rigidity in the community structure. Existence of hierarchization within the VCoP, similar to 
the one present in the organization's formal structure. 

10. Lack of acknowledgement of the members’ 
participation in the community 

Superiors or colleagues do not acknowledge the 
contribution members give to the community. 

11. Lack of support from the organization to the 
community. 

The activities in VCoPs are not considered as part of the 
work activities; lack of material and technical resources to 
support the VCoPs. 

12. Lack of trust in the community.  
Lack of trust among participants regarding the ethics 
related to knowledge sharing (misuse of shared 
knowledge). 

13. Lack of presential events in the community. Lack of events to create closer ties between members and 
to promote fraternization. 

14. Members’ difficulty to express themselves in 
writing. Ideas cannot always be clearly put into writing. 

15. Lack of the members’ preexisting knowledge 
concerning the community domain. 

Members with insufficient knowledge to keep up with the 
discussions. 

16. Lack of validation of the community contents 
and lack of dissemination of the results. 

The contents generated by the communities are not 
validated or disseminated. 

17. Exhibitionism by some members to demonstrate 
knowledge. 

Some members can be conceited in displaying knowledge, 
inhibiting the participation of other members. 

                Source: Ribeiro (2008). 
  
    Several authors confirm the barriers cited in Table 1 (Iaquinto, Ison and Fabro, 2011; 

Frost and Schön, 2004; Kimble and Bourdon, 2008; Leonard and Sensiper, 1998; Probst 
and Borzillo, 2008; Schmitt, 2012; Wolf, Späth and Haefliger, 2011), confirming that the 
points listed in Table 1 are inhibiting factors often present in organizations that implement 
VCoPs. 

             3. Methodological Procedures 

This research is applied as to its nature, a field research as to its means, and explanatory as 
to its ends (Moresi, 2004). The mixed method, with the use of quantitative and qualitative 
techniques in sequential stages, was used to understand the phenomenon under study in a 
pragmatic approach (Creswell, 2010). The quantitative research consisted of a survey with 
members of VCoPs in the selected organization, and the result showed the most significant 
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barriers to the respondents, whose motives were qualitatively investigated by means of a 
semi-structured interview with a group of specialists. 
  In summary, the choice of the mixed method aimed to identify the barriers to active 
participation according to the perception of VCoP members of the company, which herein 
receives the name of Company Alfa, seeking in the sequence to understand the members’ 
motives. 

3.1. Characterization of the Organization  

 Company Alfa is a large Brazilian company of the public sector, operating throughout the 
national territory. Motivated by the concern to retain the knowledge of specialized 
professionals who were leaving the organization, the company implemented in 2005 the 
platform of VCoPs. At the time of the research, the company had around thirty communities 
with approximately 1700 members from all over Brazil, and currently there are more than 
a hundred VCoPs and more than 13,000 participants (Wilbert, 2015). 

3.2. Methodological Procedures of the Quantitative Phase 

A questionnaire developed by Silva (2007) was applied, which allowed identifying factors 
that act as barriers to an active participation of members in VCoPs. The population of the 
study consisted of all participants registered in the virtual platform that was hosting the 
VCoPs in Company Alfa at the time of the data collection. The collection was accomplished 
in a virtual way, using the survey functionality that the VCoPs platform's environment 
offers, hosted on the company's intranet. About 10% of the people registered in VCoPs 
responded to the questionnaire, from various localities in the country, totaling 172 
respondents. 
  The 27-question questionnaire was available in the virtual environment from April to 
July of 2007. The Likert measurement scale was adopted, with five options (I totally agree; 
I agree; I have no formed opinion; I disagree; I totally disagree). A final section was made 
up with an open and optional question, asking for the clarification of some factor different 
from those presented in the questionnaire. The reliability was tested through the correlation 
test of the factors, and the Spearman’s coefficient indicated a 95% confidence that the 
factors researched were aligned with the research objectives, and the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin 
(KMO) sample presented an index of 0.830. The test of correlation significance of matrixes 
and sphericity (Bartlett's test) resulted in a chi-square of 771.247 and a p-value of 0.000. 
  The quantitative result provided by the survey was intended to confirm or not the 
factors listed by Silva (2007), and to establish an order of relevance in the perception of the 
respondents. Subsequently it was sought to understand the results obtained, by means of a 
qualitative study carried out using a semi-structured interview applied to a focal group 
composed of specialists. 

3.3. Methodological Procedures of the Qualitative Phase 

The quantitative phase of the research presented the most frequent barriers mentioned by 
the respondents of Company Alfa. Among them were listed the six most important in order 
to deepen the research, seeking probable explanations for each barrier, in search of answers 
to questions of the type "why?" (Moresi, 2004). 
  The data collection tool used for this stage of the research was a guideline to a semi-
structured interview with three focal groups, which outsourced their ideas, perceptions and 
attitudes (Dias, 2000) before the six factors chosen from the quantitative research. Each 
focal group was composed of participants intentionally chosen utilizing the criterion of 
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similarity of profiles: to be a member of VCoPs of Company Alfa; to fit in the profile of 
member of VCoPs (active, central or peripheral), and to work in the city of Brasília (for 
reasons of feasibility of the interviews within the focal group technique). The interviews 
were recorded with the permission of the participants, and subsequently transcribed. The 
content of the interviews was analyzed on the basis of the identification of indicators of the 
existence of relevant aspects in the topic under discussion, generating a qualitative 
description of the data surveyed. 

  4. Results 

4.1. Results of the Quantitative Phase 

Regarding the profile of respondents, 68.6% were male. The most frequent range was 30 to 
50 years of age. In relation to schooling, 82.56% had a college degree. In terms of experience 
in VCoPs, 75.58% were participating in virtual communities for less than two years, and 
68.60% were members of more than one community, and 66.28% participated only in the 
company's internal VCoPs. With respect to the frequency, 50.58% participated weekly, 
25.58% monthly, and 15.70% daily. It is noteworthy that more than 70% considered 
themselves as peripheral members, bringing to the research perceptions from personal 
experiences of non-active member. 
  After the treatment of the responses obtained from 172 respondents and in accordance 
with the methodology described in Section 3, the most frequently mentioned factors were 
obtained from the group, among those identified by Silva (2007), as presented in Table 2: 

Table 2 - Factors that constitute barriers to active participation in VCoPs in order of frequency 

Classi-
fication 

No.  
factor 

Factor 
Number of 

answers 
Average 

Standard 
deviation 

Median Mode 

1 3 
Lack of time to participate in the 
community 

172 3.86 1.09 4 4 

2 11 
Lack of support from the organization 
to the community  

172 3.61 1.06 4 4 

3 6 
Lack of an active moderation in the 
community 

172 3.57 1.02 4 4 

4 16 
Lack of validation of the community 
contents and lack of dissemination of 
the results 

172 3.44 1.03 4 4 

5 13 
Lack of presential events in the 
community 

172 3.37 1.12 4 4 

6 15 
Lack of the members’ preexisting 
knowledge concerning what is 
discussed in the community 

172 3.37 1.08 4 4 

7 10 
Lack of acknowledgement of the 
participation of members in the 
community 

172 3.20 1.06 3 4 

8 2 
Lack of clarity in the community 
objectives 

172 3.19 1.15 4 4 

9 1 
Lack of clarity in the community 
domain 

172 3.16 1.10 3 4 

10 17 Exhibitionism by some members to 172 3.13 1.15 3 2 
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demonstrate knowledge 

11 8 
Skepticism with respect to the  
community initiative 

172 3.01 1.13 3 4 

12 14 
Members’ difficulty to express 
themselves in writing 

172 3.01 1.13 3 2 

13 4 
Fear of exposing themselves in the 
community environment  

172 2.98 1.18 3 2 

14 5 
Lack of operational support to the 
community 

172 2.98 1.09 3 2 

15 12 Lack of trust in the community 172 2.78 1.03 2 2 

16 9 Rigidity in the community structure 172 2.52 1.02 2 2 

17 7 
Prejudice with respect to the 
community initiative 

172 2.50 1.10 2 2 

 Source: Ribeiro (2008). 

The factors in Table 2 are presented in descending order of frequency, expressed by 
the average value. 
  It was not surprising to note that the respondents confirmed a large proportion of the 
factors pointed to by Silva (2007). However, the unexpected occurred with the factor "lack 
of trust in the community": reported in literature as a relevant barrier for active participation 
in VCoPs, the sample reported in this research did not confirm that fact. 

4.2. Results of the Qualitative Phase 

Table 3 presents information from the three focal groups that contributed to the study 
through semi-structured interviews: 

Table 3 - Data about focal groups 

Focal Group Profile No. of Invited No. of Participants 

1 Peripheral 7 4 

2 Central - Moderators 7 6 

3 Peripheral 7 5 

Source: Ribeiro (2008). 

The interview with each focal group was carried out in the presential form. The 
protocol of the semi-structured interview consisted of six guiding questions, according to 
a standard structure for each question: "Why the factor [...] was pointed out? In your 
perception, what is behind this factor?". 
 The transcribed answers obtained from each focal group were classified around the six 
most important factors obtained in the quantitative research, and the results can be observed 
in Table 4. 

Table 4 - Reasons for non-active participation in VCoPs in Company Alfa 

INVESTIGATED FACTORS IDENTIFIED REASONS 

Lack of time to participate in the • Lack of interest; 
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community • Work overload; 
• Lack of priority and lack of personal organization; 
• Fear of the unknown or the new; 
• Little friendly technological platform;  
• Non-propitious culture - Resistance to change. 

Lack of support from the 
organization to the community 

• There is no support by all bosses in the hierarchy; 
• Lack of support makes it difficult to spread the idea of the use of 

communities; 
• The bosses encourage, but do not use; 
• When there is no sponsorship, there is no commitment on the part 

of the members; 
• The bosses know the initiative, but do not divulge it because they 

do not consider it interesting; 
• Do not support because they do not know the benefits;  
• Some bosses are unaware of the initiative. 

Lack of an active moderation in the 
community 

• The moderator is expected to do everything; 
• Lack of information's updating in the community; 
• Inappropriate choice/profile of the moderator; 
• Lack of guidance (training) of the moderators; 
• The non-existence of a forum moderators;  
• Lack of charge commitment of the moderator. 

Lack of validation of the 
community contents and lack of 
dissemination of the results 

• Loss of credibility due to the lack of validation; 
• Lack of encouraging the conclusion of matters; 
• Lack of a standard flow; 
• Lack of knowledge about who is responsible for validating; 
• Lack of knowledge about how to validate;  
• If validation is scheduled within the goal, so it is necessary to 

validate. 

Lack of presential events in the 
community 

 Meetings influence positively with the motivational; 
 Lack of culture of virtual interaction; 
 Lack of divulging the communities in presential events;  
 Expectation to meet in person. 

Lack of the members’ preexisting 
knowledge concerning what is 
discussed in the community 

• Fear of being branded, labelled and judged; 
• Lack of tolerance and respect for members who know little about 

the subject; 
• Difficulty in writing and expressing itself;  
• Insecurity as to the value of their contributions. 

Source: Ribeiro (2008) 

The results of the survey of 2007 showed that the lack of time to devote to VCoPs is 
the most relevant factor perceived by their participants. In fact, the excessive demands of 
the organization's formal structure and the commitments of personal life end up becoming 
priorities in the employment of one’s time (Silva, 2007), especially when it is taken into 
account that VCoPs are of a spontaneous and voluntary nature (Borzillo and Kaminska-
Labbé, 2011; Swan, Sheridan and Robertson, 2002). In Company Alfa, in addition to these 
reasons, it emerged from the focal groups that the lack of time relates to the lack of interest, 
to the non-prioritization or to the lack of organization of the members. The lack of time 
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was also reported as a justification for other aspects such as the fear of the unknown or the 
new, resistance to change, and perceived difficulties to use a little-friendly platform. 

The survey participants perceived little support from the organization for the VCoPs, 
demonstrated especially by the posture of the managers, who demonstrated from ignorance 
up to lack of interest in the theme. Because it is not an activity linked to the organization's 
formal structure, the participation in VCoPs can be perceived by many as marginal (Silva, 
2007), which certainly inhibits the people’s participation. 

The third most important factor for the research participants was the lack of an adequate 
moderation in their communities. The moderator's figure has been appointed as a critical 
factor of success in VCoPs, especially because of its virtual character: specific skills are 
required to well exercise the role of moderation in a technology-mediated environment 
(Wilbert et al., 2013), in addition to the required cognitive preparation with respect to the 
community domain (Borzillo and Kaminska-Labbé, 2011). 

The lack of validation of the contents of the community by the organization and the 
lack of dissemination of results were pointed out by the research participants as the fourth 
among the most important factors that limit the active participation of VCoP members. The 
reasons identified suggest the need to manage the information in the context of the 
community in order to ensure the credibility of the VCoP itself. 

The research participants also pointed out the need for carrying out presential events 
as a way to increase motivation through personal interaction, especially among those more 
inexperienced in VCoPs. However, after more than ten years since the research was carried 
out, the authors of this article make a reflection: if the question were asked again nowadays, 
would a different answer be obtained? It is advisable to remember that in 2007 Facebook, 
WhatsApp and other forms of online interaction were not part of everyday life as they are 
nowadays. 

The sixth factor investigated qualitatively was pointed out by the research participants 
as being the lack of preexisting knowledge, generating the member’s fear of being judged 
and labeled in a negative way on the one hand, and on the other, there is a lack of members’ 
tolerance with respect to those who know little about the community domain. Such an 
argument confirms the assertion of Gannon et al. (2007) that also mentions that fact as one 
of the inhibitors for the consolidation of VCoPs. In this factor also emerged the issue of 
one’s difficulty in expressing himself/herself in written form, as well as the insecurity of 
members in relation to their contributions. 

  5. Final Considerations 

The research carried out in Company Alfa contributed to better understanding the reasons 
for the lack of active participation of members of VCoPs. 

The results showed that it occurs due to factors related to people, processes and 
technology. This suggests the need for a management process of the VCoPs, to contemplate 
a time for people’s participation in VCoPs, integrating the activity in their work routine. 
However, it is necessary to take care that this does not become the transfer of the 
hierarchical model into the communities. By definition, VCoPs are informal and 
spontaneous in nature, and it is precisely those characteristics that allow acting in a 
complementary way to the formal structure of the organization. 

It was observed that among the reasons obtained in the qualitative research there was 
not much emphasis on the fact that Company Alfa belongs to the public sector. The 
existence of a non-propitious culture, resistant to change, emerged as a reason, but this fact 
cannot be characterized as an exclusivity of public administration organizations. 

Another prominent fact, mentioned earlier, was that the factor "lack of trust in the 
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community" (Silva, 2007; Hernandez, 2003) does not show up among the most relevant 
barriers in Company Alfa. A hypothesis that can be investigated is whether the public sector 
company scenario mitigates the competitive behavior among the members, favoring a 
climate of trust among people. 

All factors listed by respondents as barriers to active participation of VCoP members 
are inputs to be considered in the systematization of a management process for VCoPs in 
companies that adopt them to improve their organizational performance. 

A second investigation was performed in the organization in 2018, with the same 
research tools for obtaining the quantitative data. After analyzing these data, the researchers 
intend to collect qualitative data for better understanding the quantitative results.  In this 
new study the impacts of the adoption of new technologies on the level of participation in 
VCoPs or changes in the organization’s culture can be checked from a longitudinal aspect.  

Note 

The original article was published in Portuguese in the Proceedings of the Congresso 
Internacional de Conhecimento e Inovação - CIKI 2015, Joinville, SC, Brazil. 
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