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Abstract—With the increasing relevance of information technology and
software development in particular, the popularity of agile working methods
like Scrum and Kanban has grown significantly in recent years. Characteristic
for many agile frameworks like Scrum is the work in cross-functional teams.
While this has many advantages in development, cross-functional teams make
functional learning very challenging. Therefore, so-called Communities of Prac-
tice (CoPs) have been established in practice. This paper defines CoPs in the ag-
ile context and reviews existing literature on CoPs in agile context. There is
very little literature on how CoPs in the agile context are employed to enhance
functional learning. For example, the author calls for more scientific research
on CoPs’ success factors and contribution to functional learning outcomes in
agile environments.
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1 Introduction

Increasing digitalization and the associated growing relevance of information tech-
nology are leading to major challenges in many industries [1]-[5]. Characteristic of
this is a high level of dynamism with rapid changes, increased requirements and the
unpredictability of future developments [6]. To meet the challenges of digitalization,
working according to agile methods has proven its worth [7]. The methods are partic-
ularly suitable for dynamic competitive and market environments and go hand in hand
with a comprehensive change in the leadership culture in companies [8], [9]. Accord-
ingly, the spread of agile working methods has increased significantly in recent years.

Agile working methods such as Scrum or Kanban are particularly well suited to
developing products and solutions quickly and flexibly in a customer- and target-
oriented manner [10]. Against the background of the central importance of customer
satisfaction, it is also particularly worth mentioning that agile methods are especially
suitable for creating added value for customers [11]-[14]. In addition, the quality of
software development also improves [15], [16]. The basis of agile working methods is
the agile manifesto [17]. Feedback and transparency can be identified as core features
[18].
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In parallel, digitalization with its dynamics also places new demands on learning —
faster learning in particular is required [19]. It serves to develop skills with the aim of
improving performance [20]. Learning is not only important at the individual level,
but also for organizations as a whole, since learning organizations also perform better,
as the literature repeatedly shows [21]-[23]. Analogous to the learning organization,
organizational learning describes the ability to draw conclusions from past experienc-
es for action in the present [24]. It is a process of continuous improvement through
knowledge and oversight [25]. In the context of the agile working method Scrum,
learning within the cross-functional team leads to improvement when going through
the Scrum process [26]. This is especially ensured by retros [27], [28].

At the same time, however, there are no explicit instructions or meeting formats in
Scrum to enable functional learning [29]. Functional learning is understood as the
acquisition of knowledge with the aim of improving the skills required to perform a
specific (professional) function (e.g. "front-end development”, "user experience de-
sign", "marketing", "key account management"). In companies, CoPs which are al-
ready known in other contexts have become established for this purpose [26]. These
CoPs have also long been prevalent outside of agile working methods and functional
learning [30]. First emerging in the early 1990s, CoPs in the broadest sense are a
practice-based community of individuals who work on similar tasks and therefore
want to learn from each other [31].

So far, little research has been done on CoPs in the agile context. A few research
papers (including [32], [33]) deal with CoPs in agile transformation processes. How-
ever, only little knowledge exists on how CoPs in the agile context contribute to func-
tional learning [34]-[36].

This paper first provides an introductory overview of the existing CoP literature in
general. Subsequently, selected works on CoPs in the agile context are considered. On
this basis, a definitional approach to CoPs in the agile context is provided. This is
followed by a call for more scholarly attention to the role of CoPs as a tool for func-
tional learning in agile work environments.

2 Literature Review

First, consideration is given to basic literature on CoPs.

Lave & Wenger laid the foundation for the concept of community of practice in
1991. For the first time, the authors understand learning in the context of social rela-
tionships. Accordingly, learning requires not only structures and models, but also a
form of community. Thus, the concept of Community of Practice was created [31].

Characteristic for a CoP is a common topic of the community as a meaningful ele-
ment or as a reason to come together in the first place. The community is thereby
characterized by the interaction of the participants with each other and the willingness
to share individual knowledge [37]. In this respect, a CoP can be understood as a
group of experts who share an interest or topic and want to deepen their knowledge in
this regard [38].
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The need for such a CoP arises primarily from the existence of implicit, tacit
knowledge. Since this is difficult to document formally, it can preferably be distribut-
ed via informal exchange [39]. Accordingly, in learning scientific skills, for example,
CoPs encourage solicitation of feedback and continuous progress [40].

CoPs enable the exchange of information among similarly thinking people from re-
lated or identical functions. This circumstance gives people the feeling that they can
develop their function independently [41]. This is why CoPs lead, among other things,
to faster training of new employees, to faster adaptation to customer needs, to a reduc-
tion in rework and to new ideas for products and services [42]. The distribution of
knowledge also ensures less dependence on individuals and keeps knowledge con-
stantly up to date; a very important advantage, especially in dynamic environments
[43].

For a CoP to be sustainable, the community must accept constant change and be
open to dialog with internal and external perspectives. Actively inviting external peo-
ple for new impulses, high quality standards and regular meetings also contribute to
the continuity of a CoP [37]. In-person meetings also promote community building,
idea sharing, and relationship building among individual members [41]. Some authors
also emphasize a high degree of ability to self-organize among the participants and
teams involved [39]. Others, however, emphasize that a formal leader can also be
beneficial to the learning process [41].

Other sources explain that CoPs can also be cross-organizational and foster
knowledge and creativity [44]. Furthermore, CoPs can take place virtually and
provide remote or isolated areas with the opportunity to acquire knowledge and learn
[45].

The following is a review of the little literature on CoPs that explicitly relates to
agile contexts.

In the context of large-scale agile transformations, a systematic review of relevant
research shows that CoPs (along with other practices such as coaching, piloting, and
continuous integration) have been less of a focus of research to date. In particular,
research on agile transformations focuses instead on success factors, challenges, and
reasons for the intended transformation. Research also shows that agile communities
in a broader sense have a positive impact on the success of transformation projects
[46].

Furthermore, when applying agile working methods, CoPs can lead to better
products being developed and new ideas for products being generated more effective-
ly. A high degree of autonomy is important for the success of a CoP, whereby it is
recommended that managers monitor the activities and, if necessary, have a control-
ling function [47].

In the context of organizational learning in the application of Scrum, it can also be
shown that CoPs serve as networks in the sense of the four elements of organizational
learning. They are thus, despite their not necessarily formal character, part of a
defined learning structure. The CoP is identified as a central element for functional
learning in organizations consisting of cross-functional teams [26].

Perhaps the most significant contribution to CoPs in the agile context is made by a
large-scale case study at Ericsson. As part of a transformation, a company is to
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become a lean and agile organization. Four hundred employees in 40 Scrum teams at
three locations are studied in 52 semi-structured interviews and through observation
over two years. CoPs are established and run for different purposes, including
knowledge sharing and learning, coordination and organizational development.
Success factors identified include a good topic, the presence of a leader, meetings
with a clear agenda, decision-making authority, an open community, supportive tools,
and regular meetings [38].

These are the few findings that are known about CoPs in the agile context and
especially against the background of functional learning.

3 Definition Approach

The term "community of practice” has been known for many years and has been
described and defined in a similar way several times. Essential characteristics are
learning [31], [38] in a community [31] on a common topic [37], [38] with a defined
purpose for the acquired knowledge [38].

In the context of learning in organizations, CoPs are also described as requiring
self-organization [39]. CoPs take place either in-person [41] or virtually [45] with
some regularity [38]. In organizations with cross-functional teams, they contribute to
functional learning at the individual and organizational levels [26].

Consequently, community of practice in the agile context is defined as follows:

In the agile context, a community of practice is defined as the — usually regularly
occurring — meeting (in-person or virtually) of people of the same function from dif-
ferent cross-functional teams with the goal of sharing functional knowledge and expe-
riences to improve within their function.

This definition is the first definitional approach that combines the previously ge-
neric concept of CoP with cross-functional teams, which are characteristic of agile
working methods, and relates it specifically to functional learning.

4 Summary and Conclusion

The goal of this position paper was to understand CoPs for functional learning in
agile work environments. For this purpose, the corresponding existing literature was
considered. After the initial review of basic literature on CoPs, selected previous find-
ings on CoPs in the agile context were highlighted. In summary, there is little practi-
cal literature in this area to date.

In addition, the definition of classical CoPs was extended to CoPs in the agile con-
text with the goal of functional learning.

In summary, it must be stated that there is still far too little knowledge in this con-
text. In many companies, CoPs are now a natural part of agile transformation process-
es and serve to exchange functional knowledge among participants who come from
different cross-functional teams. In science, these application scenarios seem to have
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received little attention so far. This paper is therefore also a call to researchers in the
field of management and organization to take a closer look at CoPs. In particular,
research that provides insights into how CoPs contribute to functional learning, what
the success factors are, and what the learning success of individual members and the
organization as a whole depends on is needed.
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