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Organizational Social Structures 
 
 

Abstract 
 
This research aims at identifying and classifying the different types of organizational social structures affecting 
knowledge sharing process within organizations. First we determine the primitive types of social structures as formal 
work groups, project teams, informal networks and communities; then we elaborate on communities to distinguish 
different types of knowledge sharing communities. Community of practice (CoP) is used as our analysis unit to describe 
other types of knowledge sharing communities. The results extracted from an extensive review of the literature specify 
three types of knowledge sharing communities as variations of CoPs: Strategic communities, networks of practice and 
collectivities of practice. Furthermore, we examine online communities as an emerging form of social structure within 
organizations. 
 
1. Introduction 
 
In today’s fast changing environment, firms can be seen as generators and transformers of different kinds of knowledge 
(Pan & Leidner 2003). As firms increasingly compete with a different stock of knowledge, management of the firm’s 
knowledge base is receiving a high level of attention to maintain sustainable competitive advantage. Various streams of 
knowledge management (KM) research have emerged to address different aspects of KM within organizations. During 
the past decade, KM has begun to shift from focusing primarily on technology solutions toward exploring the social 
relationships through which knowledge is shared (Blankenship & Ruona 2009). Knowledge managers that previously 
focused on the development of digital information systems to capture and distribute valuable knowledge have discovered 
the value of social structures for KM. Consequently, a wide variety of social structures were discovered within the context 
of organizations. It has resulted in a confusing situation in the literature. Some authors do not differentiate between 
various forms or use different terms for a same concept. For instance, on the subject of communities, while the 
“Community of Practice” has been fairly well defined, the other structures are somewhat overlapping and conflicting 
definitions have been offered. 
 This research aims at identifying and classifying the different types of organizational social structures affecting 
knowledge sharing process within organizations. First in section 2, we determine the primitive types of social structures 
as formal work groups, project teams, informal networks and communities. Then in section 2.4 we elaborate on 
communities to distinguish different types of knowledge sharing communities. Community of practice (CoP) is used as 
our analysis unit to describe other types of knowledge sharing communities. In section 2.4.1 we describe three types of 
knowledge sharing communities as variations of CoPs: Strategic communities, networks of practice and collectivities of 
practice. Then in section 2.4.2 we examine online communities as an emerging form of social structure within 
organizations and finally we conclude in section 3 and express our future plans.  
 
2. Different Types of Organizational Social Structures 
 

Social structure is defined as the “patterns or regularities in relationships among interacting actors in an organization.” 
(Wasserman & Faust 1994). A variety of organizational social structures are discussed in literature. (Wenger & Snyder 
2000)(Wenger et al. 2002) identify five different social structures within organizations that complement each other: 
Formal work group, project team, community of practice (CoP), community of interest, and informal network. 
(Andriessen 2005) investigates basic dimensions along which knowledge sharing communities differ and thereby 
identifies five archetypes for knowledge communities: Strategic communities, interest groups, informal communities, 
informal networks and Delphi group. (Blankenship & Ruona 2009) combine two aforementioned frameworks and 
introduce six types of social structures in organizations: Work groups, project teams, strategic communities, learning 
communities, CoPs and informal networks. In addition, (Amin & Roberts 2006) identify four distinct types of knowledge 
community with specific but overlapping knowledge dynamics as task/craft based communities, professional 
communities, expert or creative communities, and virtual communities. They distinguish these communities by the type of 
knowledge they deal with. Furthermore, (David Hinds 2008) categorizes communities into “Social-driven”, 
“Practice/Knowledge-driven” and “Task-driven” communities. He uses ‘motivation’ and ‘communication mode’ 
dimensions to distinguish instances of these different communities. 
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Table 1. Primary Types of Organizational Social Structures 

 (Blankenship & Ruona 
2009) 

 
(David Hinds 2008) 

(Amin & Roberts 
2006) 

 
(Andriessen 2005) 

(Wenger & Snyder 2000) 
(Wenger et al. 2002) 

Formal work 
groups 

Formal work group  
 

  Formal work group 

Project teams Project team    Project team 
 
 
 
Communities 

 Strategic 
communities 

 learning communities 
 Community of 

practice 

 Practice/ 
Knowledge-driven 
Communities 
 Task-driven 

Communities 
 Social-driven 

Communities 

 Task/craft 
based 
communities 
 Professional 

communities 
 Creative/Expert 

communities 
 Virtual 

communities 

 Strategic 
communities 
 Interest groups 
 Informal 

communities 
 Delphi group 

 Community of practice 
 Community of Interest 

Informal 
networks 

Informal network   Informal network Informal network 

 
As shown in Table 1, according to synthesis of the five aforementioned frameworks that were culled from our 

extensive literature review, we can distinguish four general types of social structures within an organization: Formal work 
groups, project teams, communities and informal networks. The diversity in literature returns to the different 
conceptualization of communities. Table 2 presents a summary of the characteristics of these general organizational social 
structures. In the following sections, we describe these social structures with focus on knowledge communities. 

 
Table 2. Key Characteristics of Primary Types of Organizational Social Structures, adapted from (Wenger & 

Snyder 2000) 

 
What's the 
purpose? 

Who belongs? 
What holds it 

together? 
How long does 

it last? 

Formal Work 
Groups 

Deliver a 
product/service 

Everyone who reports 
to the group's manager 

Job requirements and 
common goals 

Until the next 
reorganization 

Project Teams 
Accomplish a 
specific task 

 
Employees assigned by 

senior management 

The project's 
milestones and goals 

Until the project 
has been 

completed 

Informal Networks 
To collect and 

pass on business 
information 

Friends and business 
acquaintances 

Mutual needs 

As long as 
people have a 

reason to 
connect 

Communities 

To develop 
member's 

capabilities; to 
share needs, 
interests, or 
knowledge 

Members who select 
themselves or selected 
by group’s manager 

Common area of 
interest; Passion, 
commitment, and 
identification with 

the group's expertise 

As long as there 
is need and  
interest in 

maintaining the 
group 

 
2.1 Formal Work Groups 
Formal work groups are conceived of as groups of individuals in an organization who work together on a regular basis to 
attain common goals. Work groups such as business units or departments are typically found in functional or 
multidivisional organizational structures where activities are grouped according to logic of similarity in work functions 
(Blankenship & Ruona 2009). Some work groups may be collocated or consist of members who have similar roles, job 
assignments, or reporting to the same manager. Other work groups may be more structurally diverse—that is, situations 
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where members of the group are dispersed across different geographic locations, represent different functions, report to 
different managers, or work in different business units (Cummings 2004).Work groups are typically formed on the basis 
of a formalized organizational structure and are together until reorganization occurs. 
 
2.2 Project Teams 
 
Whereas work groups are commonly thought of as being made up of members with similar skills or work assignments, 
project teams are made up of members with complementary skills who work together to achieve a common purpose for 
which they are accountable (Blankenship & Ruona 2009). Project teams are typically cross-functional and organized to 
complete a specific project or task, and their members are selected by management (Wenger & Snyder 2000). This type of 
team typically stays together until the project or task is completed and then disbands. Because of the popularity of the 
team-based concept, project teams are found in several types of organizational structures, but are most commonly found 
in organizations with a matrix structure that combines the efficiency and flexibility found in functional and 
multidivisional structures (Blankenship & Ruona 2009). 
 
2.3 Informal Networks 
 
A network is a set of actors connected by a set of ties. The actors (often called “nodes”) can be persons, teams, 
organizations, etc. Ties connect pairs of actors and can be directed (i.e., potentially one-directional, as in giving advice to 
someone) or undirected (as in being physically proximate) and can be dichotomous (present or absent, as in whether two 
people are friends or not) or valued (measured on a scale, as in strength of friendship). A set of ties of a given type (such 
as friendship ties) constitutes a binary social relation, and each relation defines a different network (e.g., the friendship 
network is distinct from the advice network, although empirically they might be correlated) (Borgatti & Foster 2003). 
Networks exist in all types of organizations from highly formalized hierarchical structures to matrix and networks 
structures (Blankenship & Ruona 2009). 
The informal network is often described as a “subtle” and “hidden energy” that hides behind the organizational chart. 
Informal networks, also known as the ‘social networks’, represent the emergent patterns of communication, behavior and 
complex webs of social ties that exist within an organization that cannot be officially represented on the formal 
organization chart (Haried & Ramamurthy 2006). Social networks lack a legitimate organizational authority to arbitrate 
and resolve disputes that may arise during the member’s interactions (Podolny & Page 1998). ‘Social networking’ is built 
on the idea that there is a determinable structure to how people know each other, whether directly or indirectly. Notions 
such as “six degrees of separation” — that everyone on Earth is separated from everyone else by no more than six 
intermediate personal relationships — have popularized the idea that people can be (however unknowingly) connected 
through common associates (Churchill & Halverson 2005).  
Social networks are especially important in knowledge-intensive sectors, where people use personal relationships to find 
information and do their job (Cross et al. 2002).(Hansen et al. 2005) define social networks as subsets of established 
informal relations that exist within teams and across subunits in an organization. They investigate the effects of subsets of 
social networks (Within-team network, intersubsidiary network and transfer network) on outcome of three phases of 
knowledge sharing (Deciding to seek knowledge, searching for knowledge and transferring knowledge) within 
organizations. Their results show that these informal networks affect knowledge sharing in organizations to a large extent. 
(Cross et al. 2005) define three types of informal (social) networks within organizations: Customized Response, Modular 
Response and Routine Response (Figure 1). Customized Response networks are useful in settings where both problems 
and solutions are ambiguous (e.g. new product-development companies, high end investment banks, early-stage drug 
development teams, and strategy consulting firms). Value in these networks is delivered by quickly framing and solving a 
problem in an innovative way. Modular Response networks are useful in settings where components of a problem and 
solution are known but the combination or sequence of those components is not yet known (e.g. surgical teams, law firms, 
business-to-business sales, and midstage drug development teams). Value in these networks derives from delivering a 
unique response depending on the constellation of expertise required by the problem. Routine Response networks are 
useful in environments where work is standardized. Problems and their solutions are well defined and predictable (e.g. 
call centers, insurance claims-processing departments, and late-stage drug development teams). Value in these networks is 
delivered through efficient and consistent response to a set of established problems. (Cross et al. 2005) emphasize on 
organization’s role in creating an environment that allows networks and collaboration to emerge in a productive fashion. 
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Figure 1. Three Archetypes for Social Networks within Organizations (Cross et al. 2005) 

 
2.4 Communities 
 
(Huysman et al. 2003) define communities as “social entities whose actors share common needs, interests, or practice: 
they constitute the basic unit of social experience”. A community is a bounded group of people who care about something 
together and interact around that issue over time.  A group of people getting together once may have a fantastic 
interaction and may learn a lot from each other. But unless they reconvene and join together again as a group, they are not 
a community. They are a group of people who had a fantastic experience together. Community needs enduring relations. 
As depicted in figure 2, in contrast with networks that rely on individual relationships of actors, communities are based on 
collective relationships that are around a common need, interest or practice. Identity in a community is not just “me“, it is 
“we“. Moreover, leadership is an essential ingredient in a community (Wenger et al. 2009). 
 

 
Figure 2. Community vs. Network 

Considerable attention is being focused on communities as an important element in the life of an organization (Gongla & 
Rizzuto 2001). When it comes to knowledge communities within organizations, most of the authors focus on 
“Communities of Practice” (Pan & Leidner 2003). While the “Community of Practice” has been fairly well defined, the 
other structures are somewhat overlapping and conflicting definitions have been offered (David Hinds 2008). Most of the 
supplementary social structures defined in addition to CoPs are somehow a variation of CoPs. To distinguish different 
types of CoPs, (Dubé et al. 2006) built a typology that includes the key structuring characteristics of CoPs. Their typology 
was based mainly on CoPs that operate within organizational context. In recent years due to the emergence of online 
networking platforms, the domain of CoPs has exceeded the boundaries of organizations. Many organizations have begun 
to elicit cooperation outside their own organizations, for example, by utilizing outside researchers and even product 
consumers for new discoveries. Moreover, the Web 2.0 enables consumers to participate with others to add value to the 
organizational product and co-create content. Therefore (Hara et al. 2009) revisited the Dubé et al.’s typology and 
proposed a more comprehensive typology (Figure 3). 
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Figure 3. Typology of CoPs (Hara et al. 2009) 

In this section we first describe the concept of “Community of Practice” and then discuss about different variations of 
CoPs proposed by literature. We use the following dimensions adopted from (Dubé et al. 2006)(Hara et al. 2009) to 
distinguish between different variations of CoPs: 

 Orientation. Orientation refers to the purposes of CoP. CoPs can vary on their orientation, from operational to 
strategic. Strategic CoPs address issues pertinent to the organizational mission and its big picture, whereas 
operational CoPs discuss mundane practices. 

 Degree of institutionalized formalism. Degree of institutionalized formalism questions the extent to which a CoP 
is formalized by the institution. On the one hand, some organizational CoPs are informal and not recognized by 
the organization in which they exist. On the other hand, some organizational CoPs are truly integrated within the 
institutions’ official structures. Thus, it can vary from unrecognized to institutionalized. (Saint-Onge & Wallace 
2003) propose three levels of formalization for CoPs: informal, supported (semi-informal) and structured 
(formal). 

 Lifespan. Lifespan is the approximate length of time at the moment of CoP’s creation that the founders intend the 
CoP to last. It can vary from discrete (e.g. created to solve a specific problem) to continuous (e.g. formed to 
connect individuals to outside partners). 

 Boundary-crossing. Boundary-crossing is about the extent to which a CoP crosses boundaries. It can vary from 
low to high in regard to departmental and organizational boundaries. There are two types of boundaries as sub-
categories of boundary-crossing: organizational and professional. 

 
The rationale behind choosing these dimensions is that each of these dimensions potentially influences knowledge sharing 
in some way and is discussed in literature as well. Through a study of major publications, the various aspects identified 
that are used by scholars to describe and differentiate between communities. Among them, we chose to focus on these 
five dimensions that are more discussed in the literature. 
 
2.4.1 Communities of Practice 
 
Communities of Practice (CoPs) 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 (Wenger et al. 2002). 
Social scientists have used versions of the concept of community of practice for a variety of analytical purposes, but the 
origin and primary use of the concept has been in learning theory. Anthropologist Jean Lave and Etienne Wenger coined 
the term while studying apprenticeship as a learning model. The term community of practice was coined to refer to the 
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community that acts as a living curriculum for the apprentice (Etienne Wenger 2005). On the context of CoP, Lave and 
Wenger introduced a new theory of learning called “Situated Learning”. In contrast to the cognitivist, abstract conception 
of learning, Situated Learning emphasized the socio-cultural dynamic. Situated learning theory argues that the cognitivist 
focus on abstract knowledge is misleading because it overlooks the largely tacit dimension of workplace (and other) 
practice. Instead, the suggestion is that individual learning should be thought of as emergent, involving opportunities to 
participate in the practices of the community as well as the development of an identity which provides a sense of 
belonging and commitment (Handley et al. 2006). Different authors have used different terminologies for defining 
elements of CoPs: Domain, Community and Practice (Wenger et al. 2002), People, Places and Things (Lesser et al. 2000), 
and Practice, People and Capabilities (Saint-Onge & Wallace 2003).  (Wenger 1998) detailed five critical elements for 
communities of practice as the following: Practice, Community, Meaning, Learning and Identity. These five elements are 
integral components of communities of practice. Practice is the cornerstone of the community, for it provides the 
community with situative and historical contexts. Community is the container of the practice, as only through 
participation can the practice gain its currency. Meaning is the product of practice and community, and it revives the 
practice and the community. Learning not only nourishes the community, but also represents the trajectory of the practice. 
Identity is personal belonging that binds the community together.  
Many researchers have noted that CoPs provide a novel view of how knowledge is created and of the process of 
innovation. One’s action only becomes meaningful in relation to the actions of others. What is subsequently produced is 
not a socially rational consensus but a sense of collective identity (Lundkvist 2004). As Brown and Duguid (Brown & 
Duguid 1991) proposed, innovation cannot be separated from the work and learning that takes place as people engage in 
everyday social life. (Justesen 2004) combines the words “innovation” and “diversity” into a new word “innoversity”, and 
investigates heterogeneous CoPs within organizations as a unit of analysis for understanding innovation within 
organizations. (Lin & Beyerlein 2006) consider communities of practice as the optimal unit of analysis for studying 
collaboration because of the wholeness they inherit and their capacity to embrace social and historical contexts. 
As the concept of communities of practice has grown over time, the focus has also shifted, from one of helping workers 
‘get the job done,’ to utilization as a tool for knowledge management (Blankenship & Ruona 2007)(Cox 2005). Viable 
CoPs (i.e. active and alive CoPs (Frost & Schoen 2004)) can create a significant benefit for organizations in which they 
are embedded; thereby different approaches are proposed to cultivate and utilize viable CoPs. Table 3 shows the various 
CoPs development models that are discussed in the literature. Based on the existing evolution stage of a CoP, new 
objectives and strategies for its improvement and utilization can be provided by the organization. Going into the details of 
each development model is beyond the scope of this research. 
 

Table 3. Various CoPs Development Models (J. Lee et al. 2010) 

Authors Development Stages 
Wenger (1998) Potential Coalescing Active Dispersed Memorable  
Wenger et al. 
(2002) 

Potential Coalescing Maturing Stewardship Transformation  

Bettoni et al. 
(2002) 

Formation 
(Potential + 
Coalescing) 

Integration 
(Maturing + 
Stewardship) 

Transformation    

McDermott (2000) Plan Start-up Growth Sustain/renew Close  
Cambridge et al. 
(2005) 

Inquire Design Prototype Launch Grow Sustain 

Gongla and 
Rizzuto (2001) 

Potential Building Engaged Active Adaptive  

 
 Examples of CoPs are found in many organizations and have been called by different names at various times, names such 
as “learning communities” at Hewlett-Packard Company, “family groups” at Xerox Corporation, “thematic groups” at the 
World Bank, “peer groups” at British Petroleum, p.l.c., and “knowledge networks” at IBM Global Services, but they 
remain similar in general intent (Gongla & Rizzuto 2001). Within the education literature, most of the authors focus on 
learning communities and use the term “Professional Learning Community” (PLC) to refer to a social structure similar to 
CoP (Blankenship & Ruona 2009). They define PLC as a group of people sharing and critically interrogating their 
practice in an ongoing, reflective, collaborative, inclusive, learning-oriented and growth-promoting way (Stoll et al. 
2006). With the concept “Professional Learning Community”, authors emphasize more on learning theory and critical 
roles that leadership and school culture play in the formation of professional learning communities (Blankenship & Ruona 
2007).We do not take into account PLC’s here because they are more practical in schools and education sectors rather 
than organizations.  
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 Based on the dimensions discussed before, we distinguish three variations of CoPs: Strategic Communities, Collectivities 
of Practice and Networks of Practice. Table 3 shows the differences between these three types. Additionally, we explain 
online knowledge communities that are more technology-based and rely on online interactions as a primary mode of 
interaction. The following sections describe these communities: 
 

 Strategic Communities 
‘Strategic communities’ are formalized structures that consist usually of a limited number of experts within the 
organization who share a common, work related interest. These communities are intentionally created by the organization 
to achieve certain business goals (Blankenship & Ruona 2009). Strategic communities differ from CoPs in three ways: 
their topic is typically defined by the business strategy; leaders and core members often have specific amounts of time 
devoted to communities; and they often have specific deliverables (McDermott 2003). Strategic communities have a clear 
relationship to formal organizational objectives. The long-term value they are seen as providing comes through learning, 
innovation, and knowledge transfer. They are called ‘communities’, because they differ from traditional teams since they 
are not integrated into the management process but the corporate intervention is rather minimal (Ruuska & Vartiainen 
2003).  
 

 Collectivities of Practice 
“Collectivities of Practice” are another variation of CoPs that fit with temporary organizations or project organizations. 
Typically, such temporary organizations or project groups within firms consist of people, most of whom have not met 
before, who have to engage in swift socialization and carry out a pre-specified task within set limits as to time and costs. 
Moreover, they comprise a mix of individuals with highly specialized competences, making it difficult to establish shared 
understandings or a common knowledge base. The term ‘collectivity-of-practice’ (ClP) was first coined by (Lindkvist 
2005) to refer to these transient groups. With CIPs, actors with different specializations (large knowledge boundaries 
among actors resulting in serious abrasion and conflict among actors) posses different thought worlds, and undertake 
collaboration and coordination on the basis of minimal communal and common knowledge (Kodama 2006). 
Collectivities of practice are sometimes called as “Communities of Interest” (CoIs). CoIs bring together stakeholders from 
different CoPs to solve a particular (design) problem of common concern. They can be thought of as “communities-of-
communities”. A team interested in software development that includes software designers, marketing specialists, 
psychologists, and programmers is an example of CoIs (Fischer 2001). 
 

 Networks of Practice 
The term “Networks of Practice” was first coined by (Brown & Duguid 2001). They distinguished networks of practice 
(NoPs) from communities of practice (CoPs). In the former, people have practice and knowledge in common but are 
mostly unknown to each other. The links between the networks are mostly indirect and members coordinate and 
communicate normally explicit. NoPs can have an enormous reach. There is relatively little reciprocity across NoPs as the 
members do not interact directly. NoPs are loosely coupled systems that hardly initiate collective action and produce little 
knowledge (Baalen et al. 2005). NoPs involve knowledge networks of individual members who share the same practices 
but are geographically dispersed. Thus, they can integrate dispersed knowledge without extracting it from practice (M. 
Agterberg et al. 2008)(Marlous Agterberg et al. 2010). 
 
As shown in Table 4, the difference between Strategic communities, CIPs and NoPs lies in the aspect they take into 
account as a variation of CoPs. Strategic communities focus on knowledge sharing for achieving strategic goals. CIPs 
focus on knowledge sharing for achieving project specific goals. NoPs focus on geographically distributed knowledge 
sharing and integration. In contrast to strategic communities and CIPs that have a discrete lifespan, NoPs work on a 
continuous basis. In addition, NoPs are more informal than strategic communities and CIPs. Figure 5, compares 
knowledge sharing communities and other organizational structures from the perspective of formalization. 
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Table 4. Different variations of CoPs 

 Orientation Degree of 
institutionalized 

formalism 

 

Lifespan 

Boundary - crossing 

Organizational Professional 

Strategic 
Communities 

Strategic formal discrete low high 

Collectivities of 
Practice 

operational 
(project based) 

formal discrete low high 

Networks of 
Practice 

operational informal continuous high low 

 

 
Figure 4. Different types of organizational social structures based on the degree of formalization 

 

2.4.2 Virtual (Online) Knowledge Communities 
 
Virtual communities are online social networks in which people with common interests, goals, or practices interact to 
share information and knowledge, and engage in social interactions (Chiu et al. 2006). Primary mode of interaction in a 
virtual community is electronic (online/virtual) and not face-to-face. In recent years, the proliferation of network access 
has facilitated the rapid growth of virtual communities and they have become the subject of considerable interest in both 
research and practice (Hinds & R. M. Lee 2008). Virtual communities of practice (VCoPs), without excluding face-to-
face meetings, rely primarily on ICT to connect their members. A VCoP may use a large array of traditional media 
(phone, teleconference, fax, etc.) and more or less sophisticated technological tools, such as e-mail, videoconference, 
newsgroup, on-line meeting space, common database, Website, intranet to establish a common virtual collaborative space 
(Dubé et al. 2006). VCoPs play central role in the knowledge management (KM) strategies of numerous multinational 
corporations. Learning experts argue that online knowledge sharing can be regarded as an important form of collective 
learning (Ardichvili 2008).(Teigland 2004) refers to these emergent virtual communities as “Electronic Networks of 
Practice” (ENoPs). (Wasko & Faraj 2005) define ENoPs as computer-mediated discussion forums focused on problems 
of practice that enable individuals to exchange advice and ideas with others based on common interests. 
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Figure 5. A hierarchical model of online social structures for knowledge management (Zhang & Watts 2008) 

 
Many authors investigate the tools and methods that facilitates emergence of online knowledge communities (e.g. 
(Kimball 2004)(Baalen et al. 2005)(Ardichvili 2008)). (Zhang & Watts 2008) propose a hierarchical model of online 
social structures for knowledge management, on the basis of how difficult they are to achieve (Figure 4). In this model, 
online commonplaces refer to online spaces where participants can communicate with each other. They provide a 
platform that allows visitors to exchange messages, however, they are neither intended nor designed to build or support 
sustainable social relationships among participants. They are low cost to build; all an organization has to do is to provide 
the technology platform similar to email lists or Usenet newsgroups. Traversing up the hierarchy, above online 
commonplaces are online communities. Online communities are online commonplaces with some additional 
characteristics, particularly in terms of supporting interactions and a minimal level of identity development. Technologies 
that support online communities vary in complexity. For example, web-based bulletin-board systems that support message 
archiving (i.e. with a search engine or organized storage) or other means to understand communication content and 
activities. Such online communities are capable of sharing knowledge because they allow the members to engage in 
ongoing discussions and hence to communicate the context of the knowledge. At the top of the hierarchy are online 
communities of practice. Online CoPs are online communities with the characteristics of conventional CoPs. They 
support identity development, both for individual members and the community. The coupling between practice and 
identity in these communities allows them to support not only information and knowledge sharing, but also knowledge 
creation. More advanced technologies certainly can help the emergence of online CoPs but real world case studies show 
that the difficult of achieving an online CoP lies not only in the technical complexity, but also in the ongoing 
organizational support. 
 
3. Conclusion 
 

The purpose of this research was to review the existing literature on social structures for knowledge sharing within 
organizations. We focused on knowledge communities and described different types of knowledge communities based on 
the concept of communities of practice (CoPs). The results presented strategic communities, collectivities of practice and 
networks of practice as different variations of CoPs. We also examined online communities as an emerging form of 
organizational social structures. For the further research, we aim to work on the tools and methods that enable and support 
knowledge sharing in these social structures. 
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