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Abstract
[Purpose/Significance] Online Communities of Practice (OCoP) are effective
tools for promoting social learning and knowledge sharing. Reviewing and eval-
uating the research progress in this area can provide references and insights
for knowledge management theory and practice. [Methods/Process] This study
first examines the connotation, elements, and characteristics of OCoP from a
conceptual analysis perspective, then systematically discusses relevant research
progress from four aspects: theoretical foundation, community management,
user knowledge behavior, and user continuous participation, and finally pro-
vides a comprehensive review of existing research, summarizing its shortcomings
and proposing future research directions. [Results/Conclusions] The technical
design of OCoP learning environments is crucial for their development. Recent
research has focused on demand-side behaviors such as knowledge seeking and
knowledge reuse, as well as bidirectional behaviors that integrate supply and
demand. Meanwhile, knowledge contribution research increasingly emphasizes
the influence and role of practical activities, community interaction, and arti-
fact design. Continuous use is a prerequisite for continuous knowledge sharing,
which includes continuous contribution, seeking, and reuse; the relationships
among these continuous behavioral intentions require further exploration. Fur-
thermore, a research perspective combining social learning and knowledge man-
agement is an effective approach to enhancing knowledge sharing effectiveness
in OCoP.
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Abstract
[Purpose/Significance] Online Communities of Practice (OCoP) are effec-
tive tools for promoting social learning and knowledge sharing. Reviewing and
evaluating the progress of related research can provide reference for knowledge
management theory and practice. [Method/Process] This paper first ana-
lyzes the connotation, elements, and characteristics of OCoP from a conceptual
perspective. It then systematically discusses relevant research progress from
four aspects: theoretical foundation, community management, user knowledge
behavior, and user continuous participation. Finally, it provides a comprehen-
sive review of existing research, summarizes deficiencies, and proposes future
research directions. [Result/Conclusion] The technical design of OCoP learn-
ing environments is crucial for their development. Recent research focuses on
demand-side behaviors such as knowledge seeking and reuse, as well as two-way
behaviors combining supply and demand. Meanwhile, knowledge contribution
research increasingly emphasizes the impact of practical activities, community
interaction, and artifact design. Continuous usage is a prerequisite for contin-
uous knowledge sharing, which includes continuous contribution, seeking, and
reuse. The relationships among these continuous behavioral intentions require
further exploration. Furthermore, integrating social learning and knowledge
management perspectives is an effective approach to enhance OCoP knowledge
sharing effects.
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1. Introduction
Communities of Practice (CoP), as important tools for knowledge sharing, or-
ganizational learning, and informal learning, have become a significant topic
in education and knowledge management over the past two decades. Online
Communities of Practice (OCoP) represent the product of traditional CoP in
social media environments and constitute a novel form of social learning that
has attracted considerable interest from researchers in organizational behavior,
user information behavior, and related fields. To enhance core competitiveness,

chinarxiv.org/items/chinaxiv-202310.03039 Machine Translation

https://chinarxiv.org/items/chinaxiv-202310.03039


enterprises must cultivate employees’ learning capabilities, particularly informal
learning abilities. Fundamentally, learning is a social process, and online CoP
serve as effective, informal social learning systems. With the rising popularity
of social media in recent years, numerous OCoPs targeting specific knowledge
domains have emerged, generating strong interest and active participation from
professionals, domain enthusiasts, learners, and knowledge seekers. Various en-
terprises, government agencies, and educational institutions have established
OCoPs for specific professional fields, such as Zhihu, Guokr, Luogicheng (Luo
Ji Thinking), and other knowledge-sharing platforms, as well as technical com-
munities like Kaiyuan China, Logclub Logistics Salon, Spark Technology Com-
munity, ITPub, and Alibaba Business Community. These platforms, focused
on delivering valuable knowledge and insights to specific groups, have gained
increasing recognition.

OCoP-related research has consistently attracted attention from academia and
practitioners both domestically and internationally. It is widely recognized that
CoP are effective tools for improving knowledge sharing levels. However, issues
such as low user participation intention and serious member attrition remain
prominent. Additionally, the failure of many knowledge management projects
is attributed to low employee willingness to use knowledge management sys-
tems, with employees preferring informal networks. It is estimated that only
5% of new knowledge is acquired through organizational training, while the
vast majority of workplace knowledge is obtained through informal processes.
This is because tacit knowledge is embedded in individual skills, wisdom, and
experience, making it difficult to articulate and only effectively shared through
interactive activities and informal learning. Therefore, exploring the manage-
ment mechanisms of OCoP and the characteristics and patterns of user behavior
holds important practical significance for improving knowledge sharing levels
and professionals’ informal learning capabilities in online communities.

This study employed various literature retrieval tools, including full-text journal
search systems, abstract databases, Google Scholar, major literature databases
(Web of Science, CNKI, EBSCO, Elsevier), and open-access academic resources.
Additionally, citation tracing was used to expand the scope of literature investi-
gation. Chinese literature was searched using keywords such as “online commu-
nities of practice,” “virtual communities of practice,” and “professional virtual
communities.” English literature was searched using “online communities of
practice,” “virtual communities of practice,” and “professional virtual commu-
nities.” The search was conducted from January 2 to January 5, 2019, with
further screening using “social learning” or “knowledge management” as addi-
tional criteria. A total of 183 documents were retrieved and traced, including
48 Chinese and 135 English articles. After reviewing abstracts and keywords,
86 documents were selected as thematically relevant.
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2. Connotation Analysis of Online Communities of Practice
As an academic research object, Communities of Practice emerged in the 1990s,
initially applied as social learning theory in educational contexts, and gradu-
ally extended to organizational learning, knowledge management, and profes-
sional continuing education. As a social learning and knowledge management
tool, OCoP inherits the social interaction functions of social media and on-
line communities while downplaying the entertainment aspects of other social
software. This concept is expressed with slight variations across different lit-
erature. To clarify the connotation of OCoP, the authors conducted extensive
literature investigation. Based on careful content review and citation relation-
ships among documents, OCoP is conceptually similar or essentially consistent
with Virtual Communities of Practice (VCoP), Electronic Networks of Prac-
tice (ENoP), and Professional Virtual Communities (PVC). Representative lit-
erature was selected, and through content coding and data extraction, partial
results were summarized in Table 1 . The “Community Members” and “Knowl-
edge Domain” columns in Table 1 were extracted from empirical or case study
objects in representative literature.

OCoP represents an organic combination of traditional offline CoP and online
practice networks or online communities. OCoP inherits traditional CoP’s focus
on problem-solving and domain knowledge sharing but lacks the tight member
relationships and frequent face-to-face interactions of traditional CoP. Instead,
OCoP features the loose member relationships, large self-organizing scale, and
computer-mediated online communication typical of electronic networks or on-
line communities.

Based on the literature investigation summarized in Table 1, OCoP can be de-
fined as an informal learning system and open activity system based on online
technology, oriented toward specific knowledge domains, and focused on sharing
practical experience. OCoP comprises three core elements: online communities,
knowledge domain, and practical activities. As shown in Table 1, online commu-
nity members can be traditional organizational members or employees forming
relatively tight online social structures through computer mediation, or they
can be professionals from various fields and ordinary Internet users forming
relatively loose self-organizing social spaces through Internet platforms and so-
cial media tools. The knowledge domain represents the themes and interests
collectively pursued by online communities, covering areas such as enterprise
practical experience, information technology, healthcare, education, law, and
tourism. Knowledge is defined as personalized or subjective information re-
lated to facts, procedures, concepts, interpretations, ideas, observations, and
judgments. Practical activities form the foundation of knowledge exchange in
online communities, with common types including problem-solving, information
requests, similar experience seeking, resource reuse, coordination and collabora-
tion, document creation, knowledge mapping, and gap identification.
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3. Theoretical Foundation of Online Communities of Prac-
tice: Social Learning
Social learning, originating from situated learning theory, constitutes the the-
oretical foundation for knowledge sharing in communities of practice. J. Lave
and E. Wenger proposed situated learning in their study of CoP, arguing that
learning is fundamentally a social process whose essential characteristic is legit-
imate peripheral participation in communities of practice. What distinguishes
CoP from traditional learning contexts is the authenticity and social nature of
learning situations. The shift from individual cognition to learning contexts can
be traced back to A. Bandura’s social learning theory, which posits that learning
occurs in social contexts, emphasizes the influence of social variables on human
behavior, and proposes valuable concepts such as observational learning, recipro-
cal determinism, and self-efficacy. E. Wenger further provided a social definition
of learning, proposing a conceptual framework for social learning systems to un-
derstand the social process of learning. Social learning systems have three core
concepts: learning community, community boundary, and user identity. Bound-
aries are important concepts that provide learning opportunities different from
community internals, are dynamically changing, and enable individual benefit
maximization through boundary learning. User identity is another core con-
cept, with identity formation being an important component of learning that
possesses both social attributes (how others see you) and individual attributes
(how you see yourself).

C. M. Johnson emphasized that individuals learn through practice, engage in
social learning through participation, deepen mutual commitment among mem-
bers, and further advance practical activities. Social learning is built upon
collaborative learning as part of collective learning, though not all collective
learning is social. Social learning in CoP is staged, with learning theoretically
viewed as a trajectory into the community, emphasizing the importance of partic-
ipating in practical activities. Social participation shapes member identity, and
significant changes in knowledge and skills bring corresponding identity transfor-
mations. Members engage in knowledge exchange, acquisition, and evaluation
through social learning. Recent academic attention has focused on analyzing and
developing social learning capabilities. For example, E. Vrieling et al. proposed
a social learning assessment framework for teacher professional communities,
while M. D. Laat et al. applied this framework to analyze specific practice cases
and explore group dynamics related to learning objectives.

In recent years, social learning concepts have been widely applied in organiza-
tional behavior, technological innovation, e-commerce, and consumer behavior.
Although social learning theory predates social media, social media and other on-
line technologies have enriched and enhanced social learning. Tacit knowledge
and its transfer have long been central concerns in knowledge management.
Tacit knowledge can only be represented and acquired through organizational
and social learning processes. Many attributes of tacit knowledge cannot be
manifested by individuals alone but are fully expressed through socialized orga-

chinarxiv.org/items/chinaxiv-202310.03039 Machine Translation

https://chinarxiv.org/items/chinaxiv-202310.03039


nizational approaches, such as member interactions in situated practical activ-
ities. This characteristic requires experts with tacit knowledge to participate
in problem-solving processes. Therefore, social learning based on CoP is an
effective pathway for tacit knowledge transfer.

Social learning constitutes an important component of practical activities in
online CoP, and related theories can effectively guide community knowledge
sharing practices. Recent research indicates that integrating social learning
and knowledge management perspectives is an effective approach to enhance
knowledge sharing effects in CoP.

4. OCoP Management Research
4.1 Structural Design of Online Communities of Practice

Community structure distinguishes CoP from traditional learning contexts.
Without planned design and organization, knowledge management goals
through CoP will fail. Community design should include leadership, inter-
connections, members, projects, artifacts, and other elements, with artifacts
being important components of community technical design, encompassing
community-generated content, tools, media, and processes. C. M. Johnson
noted that designing community flow mechanisms from novice to expert and
from periphery to core is particularly important. M. Corso et al. proposed a
model for CoP evolutionary paths through case analysis, pointing out that
creating CoP requires joint participation from organizations and individuals.
C. J. Chen et al. argued that CoP should include knowledge repositories and
effective mechanisms for collecting, managing, and utilizing knowledge, noting
that community value is limited without diverse, reusable, and continuous
knowledge supply. Feng Tao constructed a knowledge sharing system frame-
work for teacher OCoP and proposed five corresponding strategies. Y. Pan et
al. suggested from a technical design perspective that social network function
design can promote two-way knowledge exchange between knowledge sharers
and seekers.

4.2 Governance Models of Online Communities of Practice

Activity-centered organization patterns are distinctive features of OCoP com-
pared to other communities. Cultivating core members is significant for OCoP,
as their presence guides and drives community knowledge sharing behaviors. V.
P. Dennen explored pathways for new members to transition from peripheral
participation to community core through case analysis, affirming the value of
legitimate peripheral participation through observing community norms. OCoP
blur individual learning boundaries while emphasizing interconnections among
members, promoting collaborative problem-solving. The sustainability of CoP
depends on members’ sense of value from continuous participation and the conti-
nuity of goals, enabling them to remain even after initial objectives are achieved.
Although CoP are self-organizing networks without formally appointed lead-
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ership, researchers argue that community member structures should include
leadership layers to regulate knowledge sharing activities. Interconnections,
participation, and trust are key factors for long-term sustainable development.

4.3 Effectiveness Evaluation of Online Communities of Practice

The most recognized function of CoP is enabling tacit knowledge generation
and dissemination. Exchanging tacit knowledge through CoP helps people bet-
ter handle work tasks and reduces new member learning time. J. F. Harvey
et al. considered CoP ideal learning tools with functions for sharing domain
perspectives, building trust, maintaining long-term relationships, mutual recog-
nition, and creating practical activities. In recent years, OCoP have been widely
applied in professional fields, particularly education and public healthcare. CoP
can enhance interdisciplinary teaching by integrating multidisciplinary perspec-
tives and enabling collaborative teaching. T. Kwong et al. evaluated teacher
CoP effectiveness through user surveys and interviews. However, most commu-
nity users only engage in reading activities, with limited content contribution
and knowledge sharing. Issues regarding privacy, trust, and how to improve
member participation through community technical design and activity devel-
opment require urgent solutions.

5. User Knowledge Behavior Research in Online Commu-
nities of Practice
Knowledge itself is not the most valuable asset; rather, the most valuable is
organizational members’ ability to innovate using knowledge, which is based on
knowledge sharing and reuse. Knowledge contribution and knowledge seeking
are different types of knowledge behaviors that are closely linked and jointly
promote knowledge sharing. Community users are both knowledge suppliers
and demanders. Knowledge sharing is a composite concept encompassing multi-
ple knowledge behaviors, including knowledge contribution from suppliers and
knowledge seeking, adoption, and reuse from demanders. Through extensive
literature investigation, content analysis, and concept extraction, this study
summarizes user knowledge behavior types in online communities from three
perspectives—knowledge supply side, demand side, and two-way behavior—as
shown in Table 2 .

5.1 Knowledge Supply-Side Research

Knowledge sharing and contribution in online communities are increasingly im-
portant research topics recognized by academia. Domestic and international re-
search primarily focuses on antecedents influencing user knowledge contribution
or sharing, examining factors such as internal and external motivation, social
capital, social cognition, and organizational climate. M. M. Wasko et al. applied
collective action theory to verify how individual motivation and social capital
affect knowledge contribution, finding structural capital to have the most sig-
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nificant effect. A. Kankanhalli et al. used social exchange theory to explain
knowledge contribution behavior, discovering that knowledge self-efficacy and
helpfulness significantly influence contribution. C. M. Chiu et al. integrated
social capital and social cognitive theories, validating the effects of social in-
teraction, trust, reciprocity, identity, and outcome expectations on knowledge
sharing intention. M. H. Hsu et al. categorized knowledge sharing influencing
factors into individual (self-efficacy, outcome expectations) and environmental
(multidimensional trust) factors based on social cognitive theory. M. Ma et
al. revealed theoretically and empirically that technical designs such as rating
systems and user profiles can drive knowledge contribution. S. A. Brown et
al. emphasized the role of practical activities and social networks in knowledge
sharing, noting that complex practical tasks increase member interaction fre-
quency. Additionally, motivation and trust positively influence CoP knowledge
sharing processes.

5.2 Knowledge Demand-Side Research

W. Zhang et al. applied information processing dual-process theory to explain
community members’ knowledge adoption behavior, adding type consistency
and information consistency cues to heuristic cues and elaboration likelihood.
A. Majchrzak et al. divided innovative knowledge reuse processes into six stages
through case analysis, identifying three main actions: redefining problems and
methods, searching for and evaluating other reusable ideas, and continuing de-
velopment of selected ideas. P. H. Gray et al. found that users primarily search
knowledge repositories to solve problems when studying user motivation for
knowledge seeking. H. Kyriakou et al. studied knowledge reuse in open design
communities, proposing a third type—customized reuse—distinct from copy-
and-paste reuse and innovative reuse. Recent research on knowledge reuse has
begun attracting attention.

5.3 Integrated Research on Two-Way Behavior

Two-way behavior represents the interaction and integration between knowledge
demanders and suppliers, including knowledge exchange, transfer, and trans-
formation, emphasizing the effectiveness of knowledge sharing activities. S.
Watson et al. explored influencing factors and relationships among knowledge
contribution, acquisition, and reuse in organizational contexts, finding that user
knowledge acquisition and reuse behaviors driven by reciprocity motives stim-
ulate knowledge contribution intentions. As knowledge contribution increases,
users evolve from continuous knowledge seekers to continuous knowledge con-
tributors. Conversely, contribution behavior positively promotes knowledge ac-
quisition, which is crucial for community advancement. Y. Pan et al. studied
knowledge sharing and seeking behaviors in OCoP based on social capital theory
and transactive memory systems, validating social networks’ effects on knowl-
edge exchange. K. Behfar et al. examined knowledge transfer among different
development groups in open-source communities, finding that intensive intra-
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group knowledge transfer positively influences sparse inter-group transfer.

6. User Continuous Participation Research in Online Com-
munities of Practice
Continuous intention of user knowledge behavior is far more complex than initial
participation. To deeply understand continuous behavior mechanisms, careful
examination of how user behavior evolves with experience is necessary. The
sustainability of OCoP largely depends on members’ willingness to initiate and
continuously contribute knowledge. Although online communities have grown
significantly in number, only a few can retain users and stimulate continuous
knowledge sharing. Continuous knowledge sharing is a key factor for sustainable
online community development, a view widely recognized in academia.

Current research on user continuous behavior in information systems, social
media, online communities, and network services is increasing, covering top-
ics such as post-adoption behavior, continuous usage, continuous knowledge
sharing, continuous participation, continuous knowledge seeking, and continu-
ous knowledge contribution. Based on user knowledge behavior type research,
continuous knowledge sharing includes continuous knowledge seeking and con-
tribution, while post-adoption behavior and continuous participation can be
incorporated into continuous knowledge sharing research.

6.1 Continuous Usage Research in Online Communities of Practice

Initial adoption behavior and post-adoption continuous behavior differ signifi-
cantly, with most post-adoption behavior studies using the ISC-ECM model.
Continuous usage intention is determined by satisfaction with information sys-
tem usage and perceived usefulness of continuous usage. S. S. Kim et al. es-
tablished a longitudinal model explaining various post-adoption behavior mech-
anisms, including how previous evaluations affect subsequent evaluations, past
usage influences user evaluations, and the correlation between past and future
usage. I. Y. L. Chen divided professional virtual community users’ contin-
uous participation intention into context-driven (social interconnection) and
technology-driven (knowledge quality and system quality) factors. V. Venkatesh
et al. extended the two-stage expectation-confirmation theory for IS continuous
usage by adding effort expectancy, social influence, and facilitating conditions
as predictors of perceived usefulness, while incorporating trust as a key factor
in transaction system contexts. Recent research mostly derives from and de-
velops ISC-ECM in different contexts. For example, Li Wu et al. applied the
ECM model to continuous usage intention of social reading apps, subdividing
perceived usefulness into reading and social usefulness while adding subjective
norms. X. Lin et al. studied SNS users’ continuous usage models based on
ISC-ECM, adding SNS-specific variables (perceived privacy risk, perceived en-
joyment, perceived reputation, community identity) affecting satisfaction.
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6.2 Continuous Knowledge Sharing Research in Online Communities
of Practice

Knowledge sharing is individuals’ use of information systems (online communi-
ties) for knowledge adoption, while continuous knowledge sharing is viewed as
post-adoption behavior. W. He et al. studied continuous knowledge sharing in-
tention from both knowledge contribution and seeking perspectives, proposing
that user beliefs are context-dependent, requiring driver models in both behav-
ioral contexts. Y. H. Fang et al. examined the effects of justice, trust, and
organizational citizenship behavior on continuous knowledge sharing intention.
X. L. Jin et al. studied continuous contribution behavior (answering questions)
in online Q&A communities, finding direct effects of satisfaction and knowl-
edge self-efficacy on continuous knowledge contribution intention. T. Guan et
al. found that identity-based trust, feedback from previous contributions, op-
portunities for social exposure, word-of-mouth marketing, and pressure from
reciprocity norms positively affect continuous knowledge contribution in Q&A
communities. K. F. Hashim et al. verified the moderating effects of trust and af-
fective commitment on continuous knowledge sharing intention. Social capital,
perceived usefulness, and perceived ease of use positively influence knowledge
sharing satisfaction, which in turn affects continuous knowledge sharing inten-
tion. Additionally, knowledge sharing atmosphere, sense of value, and commu-
nication interaction significantly affect continuous intention. Li Li constructed
a relationship model between continuous knowledge contribution intention and
continuous knowledge seeking intention, finding that the former positively in-
fluences the latter through helpfulness and reciprocity.

7. Discussion and Future Research Directions
7.1 OCoP Management

Existing research primarily focuses on organizational contexts, advocating
OCoP as an informal knowledge management tool. Community governance
emphasizes the effects of community interaction, trust, and value on continuous
participation, while practical activities, informal networks, leadership roles,
and core member cultivation are important for OCoP knowledge management
and learning effectiveness. Although current research shows mixed results
regarding OCoP effectiveness as a knowledge management tool, there is general
consensus that OCoP are effective pathways for transferring and sharing
tacit knowledge. Academia also widely recognizes OCoP as effective tools for
cultivating and promoting learning processes, with learning environment design
being crucial for community development. Future research directions include
how to implement social learning-required tools from a community technical
design perspective and conduct corresponding empirical investigations.
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7.2 Community User Knowledge Behavior

Although substantial research literature uses knowledge sharing as a theme, care-
ful examination reveals that most essentially explore knowledge contribution
behavior. Early research focused on knowledge supply-side behavior, exploring
various driving factors from internal and external motivation perspectives, with
social cognitive theory, social capital theory, and social exchange theory being
commonly used theoretical foundations. Recent research has gradually shifted
attention to demand-side behaviors such as knowledge seeking and reuse, as
well as two-way behaviors combining supply and demand. These studies verify
that knowledge contribution and acquisition are inseparable, mutually influen-
tial organic wholes. Additionally, knowledge contribution research increasingly
focuses on the effects of practical activities, community interaction, technical
design, and various tool-mediated artifacts.

7.3 Community User Continuous Participation Intention

OCoP can be viewed as a special type and application of information systems.
Continuous knowledge sharing and social learning presuppose continuous usage
and participation in online technologies and communities, making information
systems continuous usage theories applicable for analyzing OCoP users’ contin-
uous knowledge behavior and social learning activities. Compared to extensive
and mature continuous usage research, continuous knowledge sharing research
remains limited, mostly focusing on continuous knowledge contribution or shar-
ing. Continuous usage research has confirmed the significant effects of per-
ceived usefulness and satisfaction on continuous intention, with specific model
constructs depending on research contexts, providing reference for continuous
knowledge behavior research. Furthermore, continuous knowledge sharing in-
volves multiple behaviors including continuous contribution, seeking, and reuse,
with relationships among these continuous behavioral intentions representing
unexplored research directions.

Comprehensive domestic and international research shows that OCoP-related
research spans knowledge management, user information behavior, and infor-
mation systems usage. Social learning and knowledge sharing are the two main
practical activities in OCoP, coexisting, mutually promoting, and influencing
each other while representing important manifestations of community value
and cornerstones of community development. Traditional CoP-based knowl-
edge sharing theories can no longer adapt to new technology and environment
developments. Future research should emphasize the construction, verification,
and development of socialized, collaborative knowledge behavior and knowledge
sharing theories. Additionally, future research directions include examining how
social network structural characteristics, core members, participant heterogene-
ity, and other factors affect knowledge sharing and continuous participation in-
tention; how user knowledge contribution, seeking, and reuse behaviors evolve,
integrate, and influence each other over time; and how to promote continuous
knowledge sharing effectiveness in OCoP from a mechanism design perspective.
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