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Stop Reinventing the Wheel: Using Wikis for Professional Knowledge Sharing

Abstract: This article details the development of the Library Instruction Wiki (http://instructionwiki.org): an effort to develop a web-based, knowledge sharing resource.  Though some library instruction is specific to a given institution or class, much of what instruction librarians teach is similar.  Library instructors have repeatedly expressed the desire to share resources, ideas and expertise.  With the increasing presence of social software applications, the options for technology-enabled knowledge sharing have grown dramatically in recent years.  The success of Wikipedia illustrates how wikis can be used to build collective knowledge-building projects.  The authors describe the process of using a wiki to build such a resource.  Drawing on research connecting communities of practice, information and communication technology and knowledge management, the authors also examine the social and cultural challenges they faced trying to use communication technology with a dispersed  network of practitioners.   Implementation details including software selection and installation, customization, and marketing are discussed.  A year after its initial launch, contributions to the wiki have slowed despite consistent and enthusiastic support for the concept.  The authors examine possible reasons for this limited activity, and suggest next steps for this wiki and for further research.
Introduction


Instruction librarians are forever reinventing the wheel.  While there are certainly parts of typical library instruction activities that are very specific to a particular library or assignment, a great deal of what we teach is also being taught by colleagues in other libraries.  Not only would it save time to use a lesson or teaching tool already developed by another librarian, but knowing what others are doing can often kick-start the creative process and invigorate our own practice.


The Oregon Library Association's Library Instruction Round Table (OLA/LIRT) decided to address this issue in the summer of 2004.  OLA/LIRT is a relatively small group of instruction librarians.  Most members work at academic libraries in Oregon and southwestern Washington.  While there are several active and dynamic instruction programs at these libraries, OLA/LIRT has been a quiet organization for many years.  When current members were asked what OLA/LIRT could do to be more active and useful as an organization, they repeatedly asked for a repository or database of instruction materials.  The 2004-2005 officers decided to focus on this project, hoping to increase visibility for OLA/LIRT and increase participation by providing members with a useful resource.


Attempts have been made to create such resources before.  Clearinghouses like LOEX (http://www.emich.edu/public/loex/) include a wealth of valuable instructional materials.  Most of these clearinghouses, however, rely on a single group or organization to maintain them.  The bottleneck effect of having all potential additions to the clearinghouse go through one entry point can create delays that make the entire resource less useful.  When too much time passes between updates, links stop working and eventually librarians stop turning to them.  The need to keep content fresh and dynamic has become more pressing in recent years as applications like blogs and wikis have become more ubiquitous.  As users become accustomed to frequently updated web-based content, it is very difficult to meet users' expectations with a clearinghouse approach. 

Choosing a Wiki for OLA/LIRT

The User Community

As was mentioned above, web-based clearinghouses of library instruction materials are not new.  These examples provided us with some direction in the early planning stages of the OLA/LIRT project.  For example, we knew that we wanted a technological solution that would make it easy to maintain a frequently updated website.  Our own experience with online resources told us that sites that are not regularly populated with new content “die on the vine”.  To avoid this, we needed to avoid the “gatekeeper effect” described above.  No office or committee within OLA/LIRT is well-equipped to gather and publish the collection of instructional materials members said they wanted.  Offices are held for only one year and are voluntary positions.  If contributions from instruction librarians had to pass through the group before being made publicly available the resulting delays would make our resource much less useful.  

We also knew that knew that we needed a web-based solution that would be available to our geographically dispersed community of instruction librarians.  OLA/LIRT members come from all over the state of Oregon and southwest Washington, so the planned repository needed to reside in a virtual space accessible to all.  From previous experience with virtual spaces, we believed that if the site did not appear to be immediately useful to our community, then it would not generate the kind of activity, frequent updates and critical mass of information it would need to stay viable.  

Once the decision to pursue a web-based solution was made, we decided that in the virtual world, there was no clear reason to limit participation to OLA/LIRT members.  While locking down the site to “members only” would have given the group more control over look, feel and content, in the end we decided that the benefits to this kind of control were negligible, and by putting up more barriers to participation, we could do more harm than good.  Once this decision was made, however, we needed to spend more time thinking about how we could create a resource that would be useful to a broadly defined, geographically dispersed user community. 

Considered this broadly, our community is defined by its members' professional practice, not by organizational or institutional boundaries.  Anyone who self-identifies as an instruction librarian, who teaches or trains others in research or library resources, is a potential member of our user community.  As such, we found the professional literature on communities of practice and knowledge management useful.


With Jean Lave, Etienne Wenger first described communities of practice (CoPs) in 1991.1   The concept immediately gained a following among those interested in knowledge management, knowledge-sharing and organizational learning.  Almost immediately, John Seely Brown and Paul Duguid pointed out how these communities differ from formal teams or workgroups that are created by managers to promote knowledge-building within organizations.  Where formal work teams are usually created from the top down, CoPs generally form organically, through the interactions of people engaged in similar practice.  Formal teams usually draw their members from within a particular organization, or department or unit within that organization.  CoPs have permeable boundaries.  They draw their members from within and from outside of the organization, and their members can come from many departments or units within the organization.  Finally, formal teams are usually formed to complete particular tasks or work on specific projects.  CoPs, on the other hand, are emergent; their structures and membership grow out of the members' shared activities and can change over time.2   In 2002, Wenger and others defined CoPs as “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.”3   This definition is important because it highlights the two primary characteristics of a CoP: the practice-based connection that exists between members, and the connection between the CoP and learning. 

While the CoP concept is a useful way to understand the kind of knowledge-sharing we wanted to enable, it is important not to carry the label too far. There are important ways that our user group does not fit the definition of a CoP.  Many members of our user group do not perceive themselves as being part of a community.  In 1998, Wenger identified several characteristics of a CoP.  CoP members exhibit:shared discourse, a common understanding of how things should be done, significant overlap in their descriptions of who belongs to the community and who does not, and an awareness of tools and artifacts that the group has generated together.   Most important, according to Wenger, is the sense of identity that comes as a part of membership in a CoP.  In other words, the interactions that make up the CoP not only generate shared knowledge, but they also serve a socializing function, teaching new members how to interact with the group.4    By this standard, instruction librarians do not have a true community of practice.  Many people identify themselves as “instruction librarians,” but they do not take the next step and identify themselves as part of a “community” of instruction librarians, to which some librarians who do instruction belong and some do not.  


Work on communities of practice has developed over the past five years as researchers have worked to understand the broader, more dispersed and flexible communities made possible by computer-mediated communication technologies.  In 2001, Brown and Duguid described these as “networks of practice.” According to Brown and Duguid, members of a community of practice (for example, instruction librarians within a particular library or consortium of libraries) are at the same time members of a larger, more dispersed “occupational group.” 5   This larger group (for example, all librarians who teach or train users how to do research or use library resources) is the network of practice (NoP).  


NoPs are larger and less organized than CoPs and the relationships between their members are significantly looser.  Even though the members of a NoP will in all likelihood never meet each other or interact regularly, as Brown and Duguid point out, they still have a great deal of knowledge to share. 6   In 2005, Wasko and Faraj further refined the NoP when they described the Electronic Network of Practice.  These are a subset of the NoP where “the sharing of practice-related knowledge occurs primarily through computer-based communication technologies.” 7   Academic disciplines, professional organizations and occupational groups are all presented as examples of NoPs and electronic NoPs. 


Having identified our community as a network of practice, it is helpful at this point to connect OLA/LIRT’s wiki project to existing research on collaborative knowledge-building.    This research examines both the potential impact of communication technologies on the formation of distributed practice networks, and identifies additional factors that affect individuals’ motivations to share their knowledge in distributed networks.


Many observers suggest that communication technologies allow communities of practice to form even in situations where potential members are separated by organizational or geographical boundaries.  Huysman and Wulf point out that technology is often the only way that people who share interests or professional practice can come together and connect. 8   Wasko and Faraj focus specifically on virtual interactions among professional colleagues, arguing that computer-mediated communication makes it possible for networks of practice to reach more members. 9   Peltonen and Lamsa point out several ways that technology can make communities of practice more successful: by improving their visibility and presence; by increasing the variety of interactions between members, and by making involvement more efficient. 10   

Huysman and Wulf go on to point out that while technology might be a necessary precursor to community, it does not itself guarantee that a community will form, coalesce or persist:  “although it might be the technology that helps to connect people, it is the social capital that helps them stay connected.” 11   Social capital, simply put, is the value that community members believe they get from being a part of the community.  If potential members do not believe that their participation in an online community will reap benefits, they will not choose to participate no matter how easy the technology is to use.   Many studies examining why people choose to participate in knowledge networks, both online and face-to-face, have noted the significance of social capital in knowledge-sharing. 12   


Wasko and Faraj point out that members of electronic NoPs are usually strangers, in that they do not have a relationship outside of the online network.  They participate in the network on a voluntary basis, and the benefits to participating may not be immediately clear.  Those who share knowledge have no guarantee that they will receive the same back from other participants.  Those who are looking for answers or help have no control over who provides that help.  Finally, lurkers can benefit just as much as active participants. 13   The conclusion is clear: potential members of electronic networks of practice do not have the same motivations to participate and share as their counterparts in smaller, tighter networks.  Given that we intended to draw our participants from a weakly connected group of instruction librarians, this was a concern.

Thompson (2005) provides a persuasive argument suggesting that organizations that want to encourage knowledge-sharing in communities or networks of practice should provide the necessary infrastructure for that communication, even before the necessary social capital exists.  His research focuses on how organizations can encourage successful practice communities where members are motivated to participate in knowledge sharing.  By taking a close look at a specific CoP, and the problematic interactions between the CoP and its larger organization, Thompson shows that organizations can enable the formation of communities of practice by putting seeding structures in place: the necessary infrastructure, symbols or points of focus around which effective communities might eventually coalesce.  If the goal is to create the conditions by which productive relationships might form in the future, then seeding efforts can be successful.  When organizations try to mandate community relationships, or to control current communication patterns, Thompson's research shows that they will almost inevitably fail.  Communication technologies such as wikis, blogs, and even email are a good example of the kind of seeding structures that can create the conditions for future collaborative knowledge building. 14   

Choosing a Wiki


Despite the fact that the community of instruction librarians we hoped to serve was a loosely defined, unstructured network of practice, we decided to try and create a virtual space that would enable the kind of knowledge-sharing OLA/LIRT members said they wanted.   We looked at a variety of technologies to apply to this problem, including open-source content management systems (such as Drupal and Plone) and blogs.  For a variety of reasons, we decided to create a wiki for this project.  


Wikis are web pages that anyone with access to the Web can edit.  Beyond that, it is very difficult to generalize about what a wiki is or does. They are used in a lot of different contexts, and in many different ways.  Brian Lamb has identified the most important characteristics wikis have in common: 

· Anyone can change anything.  Changing existing pages is remarkably simple, and usually does not require special permissions or authorizations.

· The markup language they use is simple.  To jump in and edit a wiki, most users will only have to learn a few tags.

· They are never finished.  Even if the content on a wiki page has never changed, it always could.

· Ideas of ownership are fuzzy.  Wiki spaces are usually “owned” by the community that contributes to them.  Individual pages may be anonymous or not, but in a space where anyone can change anything, traditional ideas of ownership are only partially useful at best.

· Wiki words are mashed together.  Many wikis allow users to create new links (and new pages) without using any markup at all, by eliminating spaces between words.


It is very hard to nail down any characteristic that is common to all wikis.  For example, Wikipedia is probably the most well-known wiki but it does not use the “WikiWords” method of link-creation. 15   This openness and flexibility was important to our project.  Because of it, we could tailor our wiki to the needs of our NoP.
We also wanted a technology that would encourage new users to participate in the community.  We wanted to avoid putting up security barriers where we could, and we wanted a language and interface that was simple for new users to try.  With the wiki, we could make our security as tight or as loose as we needed to.  In addition, the wiki markup language is very simple to use.


The fact that anyone can edit wiki pages was extremely important.  By using a wiki we could avoid one of the most obvious problems with many instructional clearinghouses: the bottlenecks and delays caused when all additions and changes have to pass through one point before they are made public.  The wiki software would allow our community of instruction librarians to collaborate and share knowledge, without requiring one person or group to act as a gatekeeper.  


Finally, more than any of our other technology options, a wiki would allow the community to determine its form.  Working as we were with a large, loosely connected network of practice, we felt it might be counterproductive to create a resource that was very prescriptive in its structure and organization.  The goal of our project was to develop community-maintained resource, it was important to us to choose a technology that would allow the structure of the resource to reflect the needs of that community. 


An additional, minor consideration in our decision was our perception that many librarians were interested in trying wikis.  Wikis were by no means a new technology when we started our project but, with the rise of Wikipedia, interest in and knowledge of wikis within the library community seemed to be increasing.  We hoped to harness that curiosity.

Potential Pitfalls


We had both had some negative experiences with wikis.  While these experiences did not deter us, they did suggest things that we needed to address in the early stages of development.   We knew that most of the members of our community were not familiar with wikis, or with wiki culture.  As such, we wanted to be sure that we did not inadvertently make our wiki harder to use or less inviting than it should be.   In 2004, when we started this project, we were both of the opinion that many wikis tended to be “ugly.”   We knew that this problem is not inherent to the technology, and that many experienced wiki users believe that the lack of attention to aesthetic detail represents an entirely positive focus on content over form.  Most of the wikis we had tried to use before starting this project, however, were simply not inviting to wiki newcomers.  To solve this, we wanted to be sure we could customize our wiki so that it would encourage people to explore and contribute.   We wanted to make our wiki look like a “regular” or “normal” website while still focusing on content and collaboration as the key benefits of the site. 16   
We had also seen a number of wikis where the community-defined structure itself served as a barrier to new users.  Both of us had been stymied before by wikis where the underlying structure of the information contained within was so idiosyncratic that we could not find our way to the information we wanted.  We decided to address this by developing the initial structure ourselves, with feedback from users.  We planned a fairly slow and controlled process, working on different parts of the structure at different times.


The wiki syntax, which is still unfamiliar to most librarians, was an additional concern for us.  The simplicity of wiki markup is often cited a reason to use this technology.  It was our expectation that because many librarians know at least basic HTML, the introduction of a new markup language, however simple, might be a barrier.  To address this, we knew that we would have to develop help pages and resources for users to access while working with the wiki.  


Finally, to make things more complicated, there is an ethic or culture associated with wikis.  To some observers a web site that does not reflect “wiki culture” is not a real wiki, even if it uses wiki software and shares some of the characteristics listed above.  Of course, it is very hard to pin down exactly what “wiki culture” is.  It is safe to say that it has been strongly influenced by the open, organic, non-hierarchical and democratic philosophy that underlay the first wiki, Ward Cunningham’s Portland Pattern Repository site, WikiWikiWeb.


In the years since 1995, when the WikiWikiWeb was launched, wikis have moved out of the pattern language community into all kinds of areas.  New wikis include a number of features not considered in early examples, some of which might be considered antithetical to wiki culture, including mandatory registrations, firewalls, hierarchical systems for organizing information and passwords.  As Lamb puts it, “It’s risky to talk about wikis as if they’re all the same….Even dedicated wikiheads engage in perpetual arguments about what constitutes true wikiness.” 17   For us, this meant that we would be “on our own” to a certain extent, figuring out how to customize our wiki to meet the needs of our community.  Sometimes the open, democratic, non-hierarchical guidelines of the “design principles” were useful to us; sometimes we needed to take our wiki in a different direction.
The Implementation Process – Technology

After choosing wiki above other available technologies, we were then faced with the task of choosing which wiki software or “engine” we wanted to use.  There are over a hundred wiki engines from which to choose and the choice can be overwhelming without a clear set of selection criteria in mind, defined in advance.  In our case, we wanted to use an engine written in PHP both because of PHP’s ubiquity and because we were familiar with the language.  We initially preferred an engine which utilized a flat-file on the backend rather than a database because we were not yet sure where we would be hosting the wiki and wanted to make as few demands as possible when we went begging for a host.  We also needed something easy to install, customize, and maintain.  It was important to us to select a wiki engine that was not overly feature rich; we needed an engine that could do everything we wanted but that wouldn’t confuse potential users with extraneous features.  Finally, we needed an actively developed and supported wiki as neither of us has the programming skills to develop fixes and patches.


After reviewing our choices and comparing them against our selection criteria we were left with a few top candidates including:

· PHPWiki (http://phpwiki.sourceforge.net/) 

· QuickWiki (http://www.qwikiwiki.com/)

· MediaWiki (http://wikipedia.sourceforge.net/) 

· PmWiki (http://www.pmwiki.org/)

We eventually selected MediaWiki, despite its MySQL backend.  Aware that many of our potential users would be familiar with wikis only in the context of Wikipedia, we thought we might gain some advantage by using the same engine that drives that popular wiki, thus slightly reducing the learning curve.  The fact that MediaWiki is used by Wikipedia also ensured an active development community into the future. 

In order to avoid the likely delays and constraints introduced by institutional hosting, we opted to host the wiki on a privately operated server.  Installation was quick and easy, as were subsequent upgrades and patches.  Documentation was complete and easy to follow.  

Our only significant technological challenge came in customizing the wiki.  We selected MediaWiki, in part, because it seemed like it would be easy to customize the look and feel of the front end.  We had assumed it would be a simple matter of updating a style sheet.  Customization ended up being more complex than that, requiring us to touch a number of configuration files in addition to style sheet and html changes.  Available documentation did not adequately describe the steps necessary.  

The Implementation Process – Community Input

We wanted our community to have a great deal of input into the wiki’s structure and content.  At the same time, however, we believed that asking them to build the space from the ground up was unrealistic and would probably be counterproductive.  We decided to build the space slowly, asking for input from different groups along the way to balance our need for frequent feedback with our desire to provide people with something concrete to play with before asking them to share their ideas.  


The first thing we did was pull together some potential content for the wiki.  We gathered materials both for and about library instruction.  At this stage, we were not looking to build a comprehensive guide to any one type of resource.  Instead, we wanted to try and identify how much information about each type of resource we needed to include in the wiki.  We talked about the resources from the perspective of potential wiki users:  how they might search for resources and how they might want to categorize or sort them.  From these conversations, we developed a basic resource template that we used to add additional resources to the wiki.  At this point, it was clear that one template would not fit all.  We realized that in addition to the basic resource-sharing space that we initially envisioned, we would need to provide different kinds of spaces on the wiki for different kinds of information.  Immediately, we created a glossary and a bibliography space.


Once there was some basic content in every section of the wiki, we introduced the wiki to a group of instruction librarians who had expressed interest during the planning stages.  These librarians used the template to add more information.  They also provided feedback about additional types of resources they would like to be able to add (or be able to find).   In response to their feedback, we added a space for materials designed to teach students how to do research in a particular discipline, and a space for hints and tips that were too informal for the full template to be useful.


While we wanted our potential users to use the wiki to find information, we were also depending on our community to continuously add new information and resources.    It was crucial, therefore, that we make the process of adding content as easy and as transparent as possible. We needed to identify and eliminate any barriers that might keep new users from editing the wiki. We created some minimal help resources for new users, and then talked with more librarians to find out what they could do on their own, what they needed help to do, and what form they wanted that help to take.  We ran two informal focus groups with 2 to 5 librarians in each.  We also met with several instruction librarians in one-on-one interviews.  At the end of this process, we had a great deal of feedback about both sides of the users’ experience:  how people wanted to find resources as well as what kinds of support they needed to add more.


In response to this feedback, we changed the basic structure of the entry page fairly dramatically.  Working on the assumption that someone would come to the main page wanting to either find resources or add resources, we added links directing people who wanted to do each of those things to their own space (see Figure 1).  In addition, we created a “New to wikis” space to encourage new users to jump in and participate.  After making these changes, we checked again with the librarians from the interviews and focus groups to make sure that their ideas had been incorporated.  At this point, we were ready to launch the wiki to the OLA Library Instruction Round Table.


After months of developing the wiki more or less in private, we sent announcements out to the roughly 30 members of OLA/LIRT and to a handful of other interested librarians.  The goal of this “soft launch” was to obtain additional feedback and, crucially, additional content in the wiki before an official launch after classes resumed in September.  Slowly growing our user base was beneficial in a number of ways.  First, it allowed us to address big issues with functionality and content before the wiki had been announced to the “whole world”.  Secondly, it gave us time to transition from feelings of “ownership” to truly welcoming the community input.  Finally, it has helped create a more substantial resource to release to a wider, probably less inherently interested, audience.  

Results to date

When we officially launched the wiki in late summer 2005 the response was very positive.  Members of the local instruction librarian community wrote to us and thanked us.  Oregon State Librarian Jim Scheppke, in an email congratulating us on the launch of the wiki stated “This is a wonderful model that I hope other round tables in OLA will want to emulate in order to better share best practices” 18   The wiki was also featured in a School Library Journal column about wikis 19.  Other examples of positive response include the addition of the wiki to the “training resources” section of the Washington Library Association’s library trainer’s website20   and positive mentions on several library-related blogs 21.  


In the first weeks, people did contribute resources and server logs indicated that many more were looking at the site without contributing.  Content has been added to every section of the site, but a review of the wiki’s Recent Pages shows that after the initial flurry of activity, the wiki has been edited very infrequently.  Almost a year after the soft launch, contributions have slowed to a trickle.  Why does use of the wiki fail to correspond with the positive attitudes about the wiki?  Obviously, this is a rich question for further exploration. 

From our own experience as academic instruction librarians, we can hypothesize that time pressures are a factor.  Library instruction activities tend to be intensely concentrated in specific parts of the academic year.  During these periods, librarians who teach are extraordinarily busy.  Sharing materials, especially using an unfamiliar technological tool, takes time.  To choose to spend that time editing the wiki instead of preparing for the students we need to face, the benefit to doing so would have to be clear and immediate.  Right now, those who contribute to the wiki are hoping for a future benefit: a rich collection of instruction resources anyone can use.  Given that the benefit is in the future, busy librarians reasonably choose to put off participating until they have more time.  Unfortunately, when that time is available, instruction librarians are no longer focusing on instruction.  Until and unless utilizing the wiki is the normal part of the instruction librarian’s workflow, motivation to participate will be deferred.

The concept of social capital, as it relates to CoPs and NoPs, is useful here.  Working from the assumption that participants must see value in their participation, Wasko and Faraj identify a number of personal benefits that can motivate members of a NoP to share knowledge.  Their research shows that even within electronic NoPs, people are strongly motivated to share knowledge if they believe that doing so will enhance their professional reputation. 22   This suggests some possible next steps.  We need to consider whether or not we want to allow anonymous contributions on the wiki.  We have already gathered anecdotal information that our community prefers new users to register with the site before editing.  In addition, we need to consider ways to publicly identify excellent contributions to the wiki. 

In fact, the lack of on-going publicity for the wiki is another likely factor in its limited use.  Thus far, we have not undertaken many marketing activities to harness that initial enthusiasm.  We will work with the incoming chair of OLA/LIRT to focus attention on outreach and publicity in the coming year.

Additionally, there are cultural issues within our community that have hindered adoption.  First, we were struck by how difficult it has been to break out of the mindset that the wiki “belonged” to someone.  As administrators, we get feedback from users saying “Page A should say Y” and we wonder why those users do not simply make the change themselves.  Librarians are very aware of and sensitive to issues of authority and integrity in information sources; jumping in and editing “someone else’s” files can be difficult for them.  We were aware that these issues would exist, based on our focus groups and interviews.  Wherever possible, we designed the wiki to mitigate these “culture clashes”.  We tried to use language that would encourage participation and ease the concerns that keep users from jumping in and contributing.  

Some of those concerns were caused by wiki culture itself.  Where  “wikiheads” move seamlessly between reading and editing wiki content, our users wanted to be directed “go here to find resources” and “go here to add content.”  Faced with an entry point that did not provide that kind of direction, some of our users were unwilling to proceed.  We decided to structure our main page so that users could follow one link if they wanted to find resources, and another if they wanted to add content.  This structure suggests an artificial distinction between those two activities, but it is what our users needed to feel comfortable working with our wiki.  [SEE Figure 1.  Main Library Instruction Wiki page] Similarly, the organic, non-hierarchical way that information is organized on most wikis is seen as one of the software’s strengths for collaborative knowledge management. Our users wanted a little bit of direction about where they “should” add new content or resources.  Fear of doing things “wrong” was also a barrier for some of our users, so we added help pages to provide this kind of guidance.

In addition, it is clear that the ”anyone can edit anything” nature of wikis made some of our potential users nervous.   After adding a resource, some users asked “now, anyone could just change this?”  Thus far, we have the sense that that is just a minor, unfocused concern but it is worth exploring further.
Final thoughts and conclusions


Wikis offer tremendous possibilities for collaborative knowledge sharing.  The success of Wikipedia alone has been enough to illustrate what a motivated group of people can create with these applications.  Looking for a way to build a knowledge-sharing space for a loosely connected, distributed group of instruction librarians, wikis were naturally one of the first places we turned.  Our experience demonstrates both how well the technology can work in this context, and illustrates the importance of social and cultural factors in online community-building.

Going into the project, we were aware that technology alone is not enough to build a network of practice.   As Huysman and Wulf argue, “the tendency to see IT as independent from the social environment of which it is a part has contributed to the lack of success of IT projects.”23   We knew that participation in the wiki would be strongly influenced by social and cultural factors specific to our community.  These social and cultural factors were a concern from the start because without active participation from the community, indeed without a strong sense of community ownership, the technological solution offered by wiki software would not succeed in meeting the community’s needs.

The deliberate approach we took as we developed and introduced the wiki was at least partially successful in addressing these cultural issues.  We see evidence of this success in the strong initial positive response to the wiki.  Anyone introducing a wiki as a knowledge sharing tool should consider how and how deeply they need to customize the tool to meet their community’s needs.  Allowing the users to participate in this planning process is particularly useful.


This approach can only go so far, however.  Mere introduction of a space for collaboration does not mean that the necessary community building will take place.  Users need to be motivated to participate and, in the absence of strong community, the wiki does not offer any inherent motivating force.  Users have to feel that taking the time and effort to contribute to the collective knowledge base will pay off for them personally or professionally.  If an established relationship already exists between community members, adding a tool like a wiki to the mix can be very effective.  Where prior relationships do not exist, creation of additional community-building opportunities within the wiki or the larger “virtual space” occupied by the wiki, such as discussion boards, personalized accounts, even private messaging capabilities, would, we believe, significantly enhance feelings of community and increase motivation to participate.  

In our planning process, we focused on adding useful content to the wiki, thinking that the richer it was as a professional resource, the more motivated people would be to contribute.  While that may still be true, to a certain extent, the collaborative nature of wiki technology means that a critical mass of participation is needed just to build up a rich repository of resources.  As such, more ongoing, directed publicity for the resource will be an essential component in encouraging the nascent NoP.  Ideally, this publicity will not only advertise the resources available in the wiki, but will also give public credit to the people who take the time to contribute those resources.

Those interested in using wikis for collaboration and resource sharing among a weakly connected NoP would do well to strongly consider the limitations of wiki software alone to address the complex social factors involved in this type of community building.  In our experience, the technology has worked extremely well and technological problems have been easy to fix.  The social and cultural issues inherent to all community-based knowledge building projects, however, are still a concern.  Wikis provide an unrivaled platform for community-driven, user-created, dynamic, collaborative resources but technology alone does not build community and it takes a community to build a wiki.
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