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The starting point: the shifting locus of knowledge production and
innovation

The more recent debates on innovation and learning have indicated a remark
able shift in the locus of knowledge production. Up until the early 1990s, in
novation research focused mainly on knowledge production and learning in
formal organizational arrangements. The prime focus, in other words, was on
firms, their ties with clients, suppliers, and research institutions. During the
1990s, however, this focus was extended and interest increasingly shifted to
informal and personal networks as effective vehicles for producing, storing,
and disseminating knowledge. The debate on "communities of practice" epit
omizes this shift towards informal and personal networks as means for inter
active learning most prominently.

The notion of the communities of practice was introduced by Lave and
Wenger (1991) referring to groups of persons engaged in the same practice who
are interested in enhancing individual competencies, communicate regularly,
and share a common repertoire of resources (Wenger 1998). The increasing
number of empirical studies on communities of practicel has yielded important
insights into the inner workings of these self-organizing networks that are tied
together by a common interest or joint professional background. In general,
this literature has stressed the complementarity of informal networks with the
formal organizational networks.

Although we regard, of course, the notion of communities of practice as
a very useful concept to explore learning in informal networks, previous em-
1 LavelWenger 1991; BrownlDuguid 1991; 1998; 2000; 2001; Wenger 1998; WengerlSnyder

2000; Huysman/Wenger/Wulf 2003; AminlCohendet 2004.






























