
The European Trade Union Institute (ETUI) created a 
Community of Practice in the NanoDiode project to 
guide and contribute expertise to the development 
of worker capacity-building tools and training 
resources on nanomaterials in the workplace.

The term “Community of Practice” was coined in 
the early 1990s by two cognitive anthropologists1 
to describe social learning processes involving a 
group of people with a common interest or concern 
who get together regularly to learn how to make 
improvements in that interest or concern.

Communities of Practice can evolve naturally 
because of the members’ common interest in 
a particular domain or area, or can be created 
specifically with the goal of gaining knowledge 
related to their field (as ETUI did in the NanoDiode 
project). It is through the process of sharing 
information and experiences with the group that 
the members learn from each other, and have an 
opportunity to develop themselves personally and 
professionally.

A Community of Practice has three important 
characteristics:
• the domain (the area or subject),
• the community (its members), and
•  the practice (members are practitioners of the 

domain in question). 
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•  A Community of Practice made up of 11 people from various occupational health related 
backgrounds gathered to develop worker capacity-building tools and training resources on 
nanomaterials in the workplace.

•  The Community of Practice is an effective tool for building on different practitioners’ experiences 
working in an engaged manner to advance thinking considerably in any given area.

•  Its success depends on clear objectives, timely communication, committed members and an 
experienced facilitator.

Ref: Allan, B. (Designer). (2008). Knowledge creation within a 

community of practice. [Web].  Retrieved from https://convcme.

wordpress.com/2011/02/04/communities-of-practice-a-frame-

work-for-learning-and-improvement/

1.  Lave, J. and Wenger, E. (1991). Situated Learning: Legitimate Peripheral Participation. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.  

ISBN 0-521-42374-0. First published in 1990 as Institute for Research on Learning report 90-0013.



Communities of Practice are a tool of collective 
intelligence to help produce knowledge and make 
advances in a given area: a group effort that allows 
for additive elements to emerge when considering 
a particular issue.

The NanoDiode Community of Practice was 
made up of 11 people from various occupational 
health related backgrounds: representatives of the 
European Trade Union Confederation/European 
Trade Union Institute, physicists, chemists, experts in 
occupational health and in chemicals management, 
social scientists, communications experts and 
NanoDiode project partners. The members held 
a small number of physical meetings to minimise 
the time needed to contribute expertise. They met 
mostly via telephone and video conference.
Discussions were at times open and ranging, 
especially at the beginning when the group was 
defining the training materials, and in what format 
the resources and tools could be developed. As time 
went on, contributions became more specific and 
nuanced. How best to communicate on issues where 
still too little scientific information is available? How 
to present the issues in a balanced and honest way? 
Who best to communicate to at the company level 
(the worker or the safety representative)?

The initial choice of training resources and tools – a 
series of thematic presentations – was identified as 
the most interactive means of engaging with safety 
representatives or other people with occupational 
health and safety responsibility in the workplace. 
The thematic presentations can be used beyond 
training settings as they are generally easy to 
understand and apply at the workplace. The series 
of presentations was chosen as a means of making 
the information modular – so that the viewer 
could choose where to start to look at information 

according to their existing knowledge level; to 
facilitate future revisions according to scientific, 
regulatory or other updates; and to break down the 
issues into more user-friendly chunks. See fact sheet 
#9 for further information on these presentations 
and other capacity-building tools for ensuring 
worker safety with nanomaterials.

Based on the experience in the NanoDiode project,
a Community of Practice could be created to work
on any given topic, challenge, or problem. However,
at least three elements need to be considered 
in addition to the key characteristics mentioned 
above, to ensure success:

1.  The objectives of the Community of Practice 
should be clearly established and communicated 
to the members to ensure more effective use of 
time.

2.  The Community of Practice should ideally be led 
by an experienced person who can continue to 
develop ideas proposed, provide background 
information, and otherwise help the members 
to advance in their reflections. That person 
should also be aware of the need to incorporate 
contributions from members across a range of 
disciplines/areas of expertise.

3.  Identification of members should include an 
agreement of time availability on their part to 
work in the Community of Practice, to ensure that 
members provide a consistent level of engagement 
throughout the whole process.

NanoDiode is a project for outreach and dialogue on nanotechnologies, funded by the European Commission.  

From July 2013 to June 2016, NanoDiode has organised a range of engagement activities across Europe, involving stakeholders in 

a dialogue on the funding, performance and outcomes of nanotechnologies research.

The NanoDiode fact sheets present the different activities carried out as part of the project and discuss the main findings and 

recommendations. This is nr 8 of a series of 14 fact sheets, see: www.nanodiode.eu/factsheets.

NanoDiode is a Coordination and Support Action funded by the European Union under the NMP Cooperation Work Programme, 

Grant Agreement n° 608891.
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