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Abstract

Recent thinking in academic and policy making circles puts forward the idea that ethnic minority businesses[endnoteRef:1] need to escape from their disadvantageous sectoral concentration through diversification into higher value-added activities.  Drawing on the US experience, it has been suggested that intermediation initiatives that promote the concept of supplier diversity hold a great promise.  Such initiatives are concerned with developing and bringing together corporate procurement officials (CPO) of large organisations and ethnic minority business owner-managers (EMBOs), so that the two parties can engage meaningfully. Yet, in the UK such initiatives are still at an early stage of development and there is little detailed evidence of their modus operandi or effectiveness.  Hence, the main aim of this article is to demonstrate how nurturing and facilitating the interaction of communities of practice of CPOs and EMBOs can help their professional development and their approaches to procuring and supplying respectively.  Situated learning theory is used to this effect, contributing to the debate around its usefulness and on the constructability and performative advantages of communities of practice.   The paper reports on the researchers’ experience with two projects relating to intermediation initiatives that brought together and developed CPOs of large organisations and EMBOs.  The lessons drawn would be useful for intermediary organisations, large procurers and minority suppliers who are willing to engage with the concept of supplier diversity.  [1:  For the purpose of the current research, ethnic minority businesses are defined as enterprises that are either wholly or at least 50 per cent owned and run by ethnic minority people. 
] 
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Introduction

Although the entrepreneurial potential of ethnic minority groups can play a significant role in the future economic development of Britain (Owen et al., 2000), ethnic minority businesses face particular obstacles.  These are often related to the fact that they remain concentrated in ‘low added-value’ economic sectors, unable to access mainstream procurement systems.  Breaking-out to viable, ‘higher added-value’ niches and engaging with supply chains of large private and public sector procurers becomes crucial.  Central to this is both access to trade opportunities and capacity building (Ram and Smallbone, 2003; Smallbone et al., 2008).  A significant part of the latter notion relates to the development of management skills that would enable ethnic-minority business owner-managers (EMBOs) to become more competitive and participate effectively in large procurement systems.  Conversely, as the business case for linking regulatory and social issues with procurement practices becomes more forceful, considerations such as ‘corporate social responsibility’ and ‘anti-discrimination’ (CRE, 2003; EHRC, 2009) make large procurers consider diverse (including ethnic minority) suppliers more seriously.  Although this ‘supplier diversity’ concept is gaining momentum, still a major problem facing large procurers who wish to trade with ethnic minority businesses is the identification of ‘fit-to-supply’ vendors.  Ram and Smallbone’s (2003), Theodorakopoulos et al.’s (2005) and Smallbone et al.’s (2008) work suggest that there is scope for intermediaries that develop and link willing corporate procurers with ‘fit’ ethnic minority suppliers.  However, in the UK such programmes are still at an early stage of development and there is little detailed evidence of the modus operandi and effectiveness of such initiatives (ibid).  

The overarching aim of this article is to demonstrate how nurturing and bridging communities of practice of corporate procurement officials (CPOs) and EMBOs can help both parties’ professional development and their approaches to procuring and supplying respectively.  In this undertaking, situated learning theory (Brown and Duguid, 1998; Wenger, 1998, 2000) is used as the main application lens.  In so doing, a contribution is made to the debate on the usefulness of situated learning theory and the constructability and performative advantages of communities of practice (Swan et al., 2002; Roberts, 2006; Storberg-Walker, 2008). To achieve its aim, the paper reports on the researchers’ experience with two projects relating to intermediation initiatives that brought together and developed CPOs of large organisations from the private and public sector and EMBOs.  The lessons drawn from these two intermediation initiatives would be useful for intermediary organisations, large procurers and minority suppliers who are willing to engage with supplier diversity. The next section provides some information about the two intermediation initiatives undertaken sequentially and sets out the theoretical lens applied in engineering these initiatives.


Animating Participants’ Learning

Two Intermediation Initiatives

In order to develop and bring together and develop CPOs and EMBOs, the research team undertook two intermediation projects.  These provided a platform upon which CPOs and EMBOs had the opportunity to interface, trade with, and learn about and from each other.  Acting as an entrepreneurial team, it linked a set of heterogeneous organisations and pooled various competencies and resources to create joint learning (Holmqvist, 2003).  

With regard to the first project, the research team set up and run for two years a supplier diversity intermediary, which has now become an independent organisation, expanding from a regional to a national level.  Concerning the second project, which started after the first was completed, the research team worked closely for a year with a European supplier diversity intermediary in the UK, in an advisory capacity.  The two initiatives between them bring together approximately 30 CPOs, representing large organisations from the private and public sectors – with a number of ethnic minority suppliers.  Most of the participating CPOs represent American multinationals, whilst the vast majority of EMBOs run small firms, employing less than 50 workers.  By engaging with the intermediary, EMBOs can learn how to supply to large organisations and develop requisite capabilities, while CPOs learn how to engage with ‘fit’ ethnic minority suppliers.  Conversely, the research team had the opportunity to glean important knowledge of what works and how in supplier diversity terms throughout the two action research/intermediation projects concerned.  The next section discusses the theory informing the two intermediation projects concerned. 




Intermediation for Situated Learning

Situated learning theory has recently gained momentum, providing an alternative to conventional approaches to learning.  Its primary tenet is that learning is a fundamentally social phenomenon reflecting the social nature of human beings capable of knowing and ‘it is understood as the development of a new identify based on participation in the system of situated practices’ (Gherardi et al., 1998: 276).  The central construct within situated learning theory is the notion of ‘community of practice’.  “Communities of practice 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: 4).  For Wenger, the construct ‘community of practice’ constitutes a point of entry into a broader conceptual framework, which underscores the importance of community, practice, learning, meaning and identity as elements that ‘…are deeply interconnected and mutually defining’ (Wenger, 1998: 5).  These components illuminate the learning process – e.g. learning to diffuse or absorb a new technology - pointing out what matters about learning and placing emphasis on the tacit component of knowledge.  

Situated learning theorists (Wenger 1998, 2000; Brown and Duguid, 1998, 2001; Wenger et al., 2002; Brown, 2004) argue that the ability of a community of practice to create new meanings as to what matters in pursuing an enterprise or learn new competencies (in this instance, engaging effectively with supplier diversity) depends on three factors. First, the strength of the community; second, the quality of its ‘boundaries’ (the spaces where different CoPs interface); and third, the health of the communal identity that enables the creation of new meaning and learning.  The strength of a CoP refers to how well members of a CoP engage and socially participate in the community’s efforts towards the achievement of a common purpose.  It also relates to how well a CoP can coordinate perspectives, interpretations and actions so that higher goals are realised.  Leadership that promotes connectivity, active membership and artifacts such as agendas, action plans and assessment frameworks in use enhance the strength of a community of practice.  The quality of the boundaries on which different communities of practice socially interact is determined by the establishment of ‘brokers’ (i.e. mediators with an understanding of the interacting CoPs), the presence of common ‘boundary objects’ (e.g. symbols, documents and tools) and the potency of boundary encounters (i.e. how well these events allow for meaningful interaction among interfacing communities of practice.  Healthy identities are characterised by connectedness (i.e. uniting members), expansiveness (i.e. allowing space for new perspectives) and effectiveness (i.e. enabling participation and action).  

EMBOs conceivably constitute a network or community of practice (Swan et al., 2002).  Although the challenges they face may vary, as these largely hinge on the sector, age and stage of development of the firm (Storey, 1994), at a broad level they are all concerned with the enterprise of running a small business.  Moreover, their sense of ‘otherness’ may also contribute to the identity of ethnic minority owner-managers, since they regard some of the crucial issues they encounter as directly relevant to their ethnicity (Ram et al., 2006).  Conversely, CPOs of large organisations arguably make up another network of practice.  Not only do they engage in their social practice within their organisation, but also belong to a broader network of purchasing practice that spans different organisations.  In the same line, the research team is embedded in a community of social scientists interested in ethnic minority entrepreneurship and supplier diversity in particular.  Its members are part of a transnational epistemic community sharing these concerns.  These three communities, i.e. CPOs EMBOs and academics represent different competencies, views, repertoires and priorities as to supplier diversity.  

Wenger, (1998: 22) argues that ‘if learning occurs naturally then what is needed is not to create learning, but rather to create the circumstances that make learning empowering and productive’.  In fact, prescriptive recommendations relating to functionalist interventions concerned with ‘structuring spontaneity’, constructing and directing communities of practice to increase organisational performance are becoming increasingly common (Lesser and Everest, 2001; Wenger et al., 2002; Plaskoff, 2003).  However, there has been a growing tension in the literature around the question of whether communities of practice – earlier portrayed as spontaneous forms of organising, thriving in informality (Brown and Duguid, 1991; Lave and Wenger, 1991) - can be constructed and managed.  Moreover, whilst the formal and informal intra-organisational social relations characterising such professional networks have been considered in the literature linking CoPs with learning and innovation (Brown and Duguid, 1991), rarely have inter-organisational relations been examined empirically (Swan et al., 2002).  More critically, some cast doubt on the usefulness of situated learning/CoPs theory (Roberts, 2006), while others more emphatically claim that it does not provide an operationalisable framework (Storberg-Walker, 2008). 

Drawing on situated learning theory in designing and running the two intermediaries, the research team attempted to nurture and bridge two disparate communities of practice.  One of growth-oriented, EMBOs, willing and ‘fit’ to supply to large organisations and one of CPOs willing to pursue supplier diversity earnestly and engage with ethnic minority suppliers. The two intermediation initiatives reported upon constitute modest attempts to apply situated learning theory in practice and respond to the above concerns.  The research team considered prescriptive work on designing communities of practice but also took into account the potentially adverse impact of power relations and social structures (Contu and Wilmott, 2000, 2003; Fox, 2000).  The following section delineates the action research approach and methods employed in engineering the mechanism of the two intermediation initiatives concerned with developing and bringing together CPOs and EMBOs.


Research Approach and Methods

[bookmark: _Toc138608094][bookmark: _Toc138612374]Action Research

The two intermediation initiatives reported upon are mode 2, inter-organisational action research projects, combining research with practice with the dual purpose of bringing about change and advancing knowledge (Reason and Bradbury, 2001).  Specifically, they constituted an interventionist, longitudinal approach to tackle the problem of under-representation of ethnic minority suppliers in corporate procurement systems.  A similar approach has been adopted by Theodorakopoulos et al. (2005) in nurturing and facilitating the interaction of communities of practice comprising corporate purchasers and small suppliers.  The research team as a facilitator and CPOs and EMBOs as key participants were involved in the programme, which aimed to ease access of ethnic minority suppliers to large organisations’ procurement systems.  These relate to large organisations considering ethnic minority firms as potential suppliers genuinely and helping them enhance their supply capabilities and ethnic minority suppliers improving such capabilities.  The research team endeavoured to play a catalytic role as a broker, by setting the climate, co-ordinating activities involved and enabling communication between participants and reflection.  

During the course of the two initiatives, the research team, as facilitator of change, was learning formatively about how intermediation of this kind can be successfully implemented, in order to be more informed in its actions (Coghlan, 2001).  As it was learning through assessing the impact of its intermediation activities through recurrent action-reflection, it was helping participating CPOs and EMBOs to inquire into their procurement and supply practices and learn, as a basis for better informed actions all round.  CPOs were learning what works and how in supplier diversity terms, so that they can engage more effectively with EMBOs, while the latter were learning how to interface more effectively with CPOs and develop their supply capabilities.  

In line with the views of (Coughlan and Coghlan, 2004) on inter-organisational learning, a structured approach was favoured in nurturing and bridging communities of practice to develop CPOs and EMBOs.  Participant CPOs had to undertake a sequence of actions including self-assessment, planning, action, and reflection.  The 9 steering group meetings that took place during the two intermediation projects provided a platform for nurturing a community of practice of CPOs engaging with supplier diversity and a systematic approach to action-reflection.  Moreover, the 15 workshops/‘meet-the-buyer’ events throughout the duration of the two projects constitute boundary interfaces between CPOs and EMBOs, which afforded opportunities for reflection (Brown and Duguid, 1998; Wenger, 1998; 2000).  In this respect, workshops/meet-the-buyer events provided opportunities for learning interaction between CPOs and EMBOs.  Their interface during and after the workshops was reflected upon.  Hence, key intermediation activities related to engaging procurers and suppliers and facilitating steering group meetings and workshops/meet-the-buyer events were focal action-reflection points.  In this exercise we regarded thinking and doing as mutually co-existing processes (Elkjaer, 2003).
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Data Collection and Analysis

Data collection and analysis were guided by situated learning theory in the context of supplier diversity.  This helped us be explicit about our assumptions and values.  Triangulation of sources was achieved by taking into consideration the accounts of suppliers and purchasers to provide context-rich and meaningful, thick descriptions upon which the research team’s analysis and interpretation was based.  Feedback from the original informants was sought and analysis and interpretation of data was carried out by four investigators in order to establish a chain of evidence and cross-validate claims.  The reflexive approach taken in assessing the intermediation initiatives aimed to understand how research outcomes can be justified as representative of the situation in which they were generated (i.e. running the particular intermediaries for a specific period) and have claims to generality (Huxham and Vangen, 2003).  

An attempt was made to take into account the role played by the research team, as well as the history, context and politics of the intervention in interpreting data.  This has proved particularly useful when rival explanations were considered.  Overall, every effort was made to provide an ‘audit trail’.  Transparent data collection and analysis procedures and a database containing data available for re-analysis were designed to establish validity and replicability (Eden and Huxham, 2002).  


Nurturing and Bridging Communities of Practice of ‘Diversity-minded’ Procurers and Ethnic Minority Suppliers

Engaging CPOs

With regards to the demand side of the intermediaries, the aim was to nurture a community of practice of CPOs willing to engage with supplier diversity.  Participant CPOs became members of the intermediaries’ steering groups and were expected to foster actively supplier diversity within their organisation, acting as brokers and agents of learning and change (Brown and Duguid, 1998; Wenger, 1998) in supplier diversity terms.  The support of the NMSDC was important in legitimising the first intermediary’s agenda.  Three of the eight CPO founding members in June 2004 represented multinationals, members of NMSDC in the US who approached and joined the intermediary after NMSDC’s referral.  This in turn added credibility to the programme and helped it gain momentum.  

Setting up and facilitating the steering group has been a demanding task, as there is an inherent difficulty in forming collaborative structures.  These are beset by ambiguity, complexity and dynamism that present practitioners convening them with enormous challenges (Huxham and Vangen, 2000).  Admittedly, working with CPOs, our American counterpart and other organisations, who use different professional languages and operate within different organisational structures, paradigms and ‘epistemic cultures’ has been challenging.  

Overall, setting a membership structure, managing power relationships and accountabilities in securing commitment and agreeing goals was far from easy.  Failing to deal effectively with the above challenges could lead to inertia.  This was countered by the research team’s effort to disambiguate as much as possible participation by proposing a clear membership structure, roles and responsibilities.  Determining the membership structure and the agenda of the steering groups in both initiatives involved a delicate consultation process, aimed to negotiate the meaning of ‘supplier diversity’ with participants, which was instrumental in securing commitment.  It has to be noted that the research team’s negotiability as a facilitator was moderated by power relations within the group, but also within the CPOs’ organisations themselves, which ultimately determined the extent to which each member pursued supplier diversity in their organisation.  In an attempt to manage inter-organisational micro politics, the individuals approached to represent the CPOs in the steering groups of the two intermediaries were of the same function and management level, predominantly purchasing managers.  The intention was to strengthen the identification process, achieve connectedness (Wenger, 2000) and deter the formation of hegemonic relations within the groups.  

The research team, as a broker and facilitator, employed the rhetoric of ‘the business case for supplier diversity’, as opposed to ‘social justice’.  It pushed for an agenda concerned with developing action plans, assessment frameworks and feedback mechanisms regarding CPOs’ supplier diversity enterprise as much as its negotiability permitted.  These were intended to strengthen the community of practice comprising CPOs sitting on the steering groups, enable participants to negotiate their relationships and connect their perspectives (Brown and Duguid, 2001; Wenger, 2000).  Adopted to different degrees, they helped foster identification, orient and mobilise commitment and effect alignment to a certain extent within the CPOs’ community.  This contributed to developing intersubjectivity (Plaskoff, 2003), or common understanding amongst participating CPOs, which is key to developing powerful communities.  Members of the CPOs’ community expanded the intersubjectivity circle to the periphery (i.e. potential members and newcomers) and contributed to augmenting the steering group (Brown, 2004).  The increase in CPO membership up to 31 members during the course of the two intermediation initiatives (three years combined), which is indicative of the progress of a community of practice (Plaskoff, 2003).  
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Engaging EMBOs 

It was easier to ‘translate’ to EMBOs the benefits of supplier diversity (Brown and Duguid, 1998) and create intersubjectivity within the EMBOs’ community of practice.  The participant suppliers were growth-oriented businesses that welcome the opportunity to supply to large organisations.  However, the lack of a comprehensive database of ethnic minority businesses in the UK posed a challenge to recruiting suppliers.  In order to get access to ‘fit-to-supply’ businesses, which can benefit from corporate procurement opportunities and populate the intermediaries’ databases, the research team resorted to a range of activities.  These included developing alliances with a number of local, regional and national minority business lobbying organisations and other mainstream support agents, such as chambers of commerce.

Boundary objects that the research team used, such as promotional material and websites, aimed to convey what the intermediaries were about, what kind of suppliers would benefit from engaging with the intermediary and manage expectations.  Especially the intermediaries’ websites as artifacts were important in connecting the two practices – procurers and suppliers.  Participating large organisations could post invitations for bids and requirements on an electronic notice board that prospective minority suppliers could access.  This helped establish transparency and coordination (Wenger, 2000), but also attract new members from the periphery of suppliers.  

With regards to the latter, minority business intermediaries played a crucial role as gatekeepers.  Their ability to vet their members and provide us access to ‘fit’ suppliers was an important resource.  By probing a periphery of such organisations, the researchers were able to create an ‘ambidextrous’ operation (Brown, 2004), whereby new recruits of EMBOs were engaged without disturbing other intermediation activities.  Power relations and politics did play a role in this regard too.  Minority intermediaries tend to be territorial, perhaps more in certain locales than in others and providing access to their members could be perceived as handing over power and status.  The research team strived to tap into a network of intermediaries, being mindful of the possibility that collaboration processes would be embedded within relations of potential antagonism (Contu and Willmott, 2003).  Accentuating the research team’s academic status, emphasising the benefits for these organisations and ‘returning favours’ helped overcome suspicion and forge links with many of these intermediaries.  Put another way, in the main, it helped the research team surmount hurdles posed by concerns for power, become a peripheral participant in their operation (Brown, 2004) and recruit ‘fit’ suppliers that became part of the EMBO community.

Currently, the intermediaries’ databases contain approximately 500 EMBOs.  Such a large number of members inevitably pose challenges related to ‘reach’ and ‘reciprocity’ inherent in social practice (Brown and Duguid, 1998).  By organising workshops/‘meet-the-buyer’ events, delivered by participant CPOs to small cohorts of 20 to 30 EMBOs belonging to particular industrial sectors each time, helped alleviate such problems.  The next section deals with the workshops/‘meet-the-buyer’ events organised by the research team.

Workshops/‘meet-the-buyer’ Events as Boundary Encounters

Overall, 212 owner-managers of growth-oriented businesses attended the 15 workshops organised by the research team.  99 of them also met with participant buyers in workshops which contained a ‘meet-the-buyer’ element.  71 of these EMBOs were subsequently interviewed.  Participant EMBOs regarded the workshops/‘meet-the-buyer’ events as opportunities to expand their business in mainstream markets.  The primary motivation for EMBOs to attend the workshop was their willingness to learn about how they can supply to CPOs and grow their business.  In particular they were interested in finding out what commodities large organisations buy, getting familiar with their buying practices and not least, meeting the buyers face-to-face.  Only a few EMBOs had considerable experience in trading with large organisations.  The majority of these 212 EMBOs were micro enterprises and nearly 78% of them were limited companies. Their age ranges from 1 to 24 years and over 86% of them operate in the services sector.  

Such intermediation activities are regarded as significant boundary events where the research team, CPOs and EMBOs had the opportunity to get exposed to each others’ world views and competencies (Wenger, 1998; Brown and Duguid, 2001).  The nature and content of interaction between the research team, buyers and EMBO participants attended the events was under scrutiny.  In this respect, through these encounters buyers had the opportunity to engage with potential minority suppliers and learn more about them.  Conversely, EMBOs were exposed to ways in which they can enhance their competences and supply to large organisations.  The research team, as participant observer had the opportunity to learn ‘what works’ in supplier diversity intermediation terms and fine-tune further action through reflection.  For most of the participants the events provided opportunities for achieving a generative tension between experience and competence that promotes learning (Wenger, 1998; 2000).

Wenger (2000) argues that effective boundary processes, such that really connect different communities of practice can be assessed on three dimensions: coordination, transparency and negotiability.  These could be useful for examining the nature of the engagement of CPOs with the EMBOs that attended the workshops/‘meet-the-buyer’ events.  Coordination refers to the extent to which boundary processes and objects can be interpreted in different practices in a way that enables coordination.  To this end, during these events, a road map was given to EMBO attendees and the requirements to supply to CPOs were explained without undue technicalities, showing them ‘how to do it’.  Transparency, relates to the degree to which the rationale underlying the practices involved becomes evident.  In principle, during the events, LPO buyers discussed their value chain paradigms, the key issues impacting on procurement activities and how small suppliers fit within the extant regime, affording windows into the logic underpinning CPOs’ procurement processes.  The third notion, negotiability, in the context of the events, by and large reflects power and dependency asymmetries in the supply chain (see for example Cox, 2001).  These power asymmetries translate to negotiability inequalities which prevailed in the learning process (Contu and Willmott, 2003).  The LPO buyers determined the rules of engagement.  In this respect, this interface did not attempt to support negotiation of meaning; quite the contrary.  Negotiation was pre-empted, as compliance and conformity is a requirement for potential suppliers.  

These three dimensions were influenced by the presence of specific factors that can inhibit or enhance engagement and alignment between communities of practice.  Situated learning theory underscores the significance of ‘boundary objects’, ‘boundary spanners’, and ‘brokering’ as elements of a social strategy for promoting interfaces occurring at the boundaries of different communities that promote learning between them (Brown and Duguid, 1998; Wenger, 1998; 2000).  In light of the interface between CPOs and EMBOs that attended the workshops/‘meet-the-buyer’ events, the role of the CPOs and EMBO owner-managers as boundary spanners, as well as CPOs’ presentations as boundary objects, were considered.  ‘Boundary objects not only help clarify the attitudes of other communities, they can also make a community’s own presuppositions apparent to itself, encouraging reflection and ‘second-loop’ learning’ (Brown and Duguid, 1998: 104).  The content of CPOs’ presentations and communication, in most cases, exhibited a repertoire that was unambiguous, getting across clearly expenditure intentions, rationale, values, opportunities for EMBOs, requisite procedures and processes to supply to their organisations, contacts and leads, reinforcing coordination and transparency.  

Moreover, while the expansiveness of boundary spanners’ (both CPOs and EMBOs’s) identity determined their ability to create new meaning through boundary interfaces, the effectiveness of their identity influenced their brokering potential within their organisation.  The latter refers to the boundary spanners’ potency to import new meaning formed as a result of engaging in a boundary process (Wenger, 1998; 2000) – in this case steering group meetings and workshops/‘meet-the-buyer’ events.  For the LPO participants it is perceived that social structures and power relations set in their organisations affected identity effectiveness.


Learning Outcomes

CPOs, through their participation in a community of practice nurtured by the two intermediaries were able to reflect on their procurement practices, share with their peers critical success factors and resolute challenges related to how supplier diversity can be put into practice in their organisation.  By engaging with supplier diversity they were able to expand their identities (Wenger, 1998, 2000) to variant degrees and create new meanings in practice terms.  Boundary processes afforded primarily by the steering group meetings and workshops/‘meet-the-buyer’ events and subsequent interaction contributed to this effect.  Although the need for developing action plans, measurement frameworks and feedback mechanisms was emphasised, alignment was achieved only partially as there were differences in the approach to supplier diversity amongst corporate members.  Some have been more proactive and ambitious than others, offering for instance support, advice and assistance to minority suppliers via mentoring programmes.  Such differences reflect to a certain extent the significance of social structures, power relations, culture and history of affiliation with this concept (Contu and Willmott, 2000).  Nevertheless, each CPO had the opportunity to reflect on their procurement practices, deliver workshops/attend meet-the-buyer events and interact with potential suppliers that they ordinarily would not have met.  Many CPOs believe that the intermediaries are valuable sources of information, knowledge and also forums for procurers that are interested in engaging with supplier diversity.  According to one of the CPO participants:

‘The intermediary has helped us by organising workshops, the meet-the-buyer event…always trying something practical…also, networking with other members and the continual research and development helps us build our knowledge and confidence in the area.’ (CPO participant)

Some CPO members, alluding to the presence of social structures and power relations within organisations, commented on the importance of securing top management commitment, and support from other business functions.  Many CPO members are now in the process of systematising their approach to supplier diversity.  Based on his experience of the intermediary, one representative gave the following advice for other corporations considering the implementation of supplier diversity:

‘Get engaged with the senior management, make sure you get buy-in from the key people across the business functions, cascade that through the organisation and then make sure that the people who engage with the suppliers have got the appropriate training.’ (CPO participant)

Conversely, EMBO members had the opportunity to network and exchange ideas with other businesses, meet the corporate buyers, learn about CPOs’ procurement processes and reflect on their practices.  Various contracts have already been secured by participant EMBs.  The total value of these contracts is estimated at £1,765,000.  Moreover, from the 71 EMBOs interviewed after the events, a significant percentage – nearly 41% reported that they have implemented, or intend to implement in the near future, changes of operational and/or strategic nature:

‘The event was a huge lesson for me…to deal with government you have to make sure your services are labelled in a box.  I learned about their specifications and policy requirements and made sure I have in place what is needed.’ (EMBO participant)  

Moreover, it is worth noting that these events afforded EMBO participants learning encounters that led them procure services from each other or combine their efforts where they offer complementary services: 

‘We’ve gained an awful lot of insight into how to do business with large corporates through the workshops.  The learning experience has been really, really valuable…We now work in partnership with a business we met in the workshops in areas where we complement each other.’ (EMBO participant)

For the research team, as the two intermediation initiatives were unfolding, workshops and ensuing interfaces between CPOs and EMBOs highlighted issues that were subsequently considered formatively in the steering group’s agenda and in designing further workshops.  Such improvements relate to the content of the agenda and workshops/‘meet-the-buyer’ events, membership structure, as well as atmospherics that enhance transparency and coordination in boundary interfaces (Wenger, 2000).  ‘Effecting reach and reciprocity’ (Brown and Duguid, 1998) in the CPO and EMBO communities of practice and minding resultant power relations has been a primary consideration.  As the initiatives gained momentum and the number of CPO participants increased, membership structure presented greater challenges.  

‘How to achieve the right mix of individuals and organisations; how to involve members in different practices or with different status without alienating them; how to ensure that the desired interests are represented and how to maintain stability of membership are amongst the many challenges’ (Huxham and Vangen, 2000: 796).  

Although a leader can enhance the learning energy, social capital and self-awareness of a community of practice (Wenger, 2000; Wenger et al., 2002), initially, the appointment of a chair was eschewed to avoid antagonism and harmful tension between CPO representatives sitting on the steering group, leaving them on a par.  By being ‘politically astute’ (Coghlan, 2004) we attempted to heed Vince’s (2004) call for paying due regard to the organising for learning process.  

However, as CPO membership grew considerably in the first intermediary, it was decided that the formation of a two-tier steering group would help resolve some of the problems relating to the heterogeneity of participants that became increasingly apparent.  Heterogeneity refers to differences in CPOs’ activities, commitment of resources, degree of engagement and alignment with the intermediary’s agenda (Wenger, 2000), but also disparities in the professional status of their representatives.  To this effect, a later development in the CPO membership structure of the first intermediary has been the establishment of the Executive Advisory Board (EAB), which comprises ten CPOs that champion supplier diversity.  The prime responsibility of the EAB is to provide strategic direction for the intermediary.  This development constitutes a learning outcome for the research team, resulting from action-reflection.  It hedges against tension related to heterogeneous membership and addresses ‘reach and reciprocity’ problems resulting from increasing membership.  It affords fruitful ‘core’ and ‘peripheral’ participation in an ‘ambidextrous’ intermediary that can continually enrich its membership without disruption (Brown, 2004).  


Conclusion

This article attempted to make a theoretical and empirical contribution to the fields of supplier diversity and communities of practice.  Given the potential of supplier diversity initiatives for promoting ethnic minority entrepreneurship, the aim was twofold.  First, drawing on the research team’s experience with two supplier-diversity intermediaries, the article aimed to demonstrate how situated learning theory can be applied to undertake successful intermediation initiatives of this kind. By considering the two intermediation initiatives discussed as a developmental programme that involves nurturing and bridging communities of practice comprised of procurers and suppliers the article attempted to contribute to the scholarly debate on the usefulness of situated learning theory, the constructability of communities of practice and their performative advantages.  

Moreover, by demonstrating how longitudinal action research can be informed by situated learning theory, the article heeds the call for action research that uses theories of learning explicitly (Hendry, 1996).  Theoretical insights are grounded in the research team’s lived experience with developing CPOs and EMBOs in the domain of supplier diversity, by nurturing and bridging their communities of practice, formatively.  In this respect, importantly, the article provides practical knowledge which transcends local context.  Brokering, constructing effective boundary objects and proffering boundary events that afford learning encounters for the research/facilitating team, the CPO and the EMBO participants was an instrumental feature of the intermediary’s cyclical learning mechanism.  In line with Elkjaer (2003), in this exercise thinking and doing were regarded as mutually co-existing processes.

Participant CPOs, through their interaction with the research team, their counterparts and EMBO members obtained ‘know how’.  They currently systematise their approach to supplier diversity and develop their identities as supplier-diversity minded procurers.  A significant proportion of EMBO participants that engaged with the CPO members experienced learning encounters that translated into increased capabilities.  Such capabilities are crucial for breaking-out and securing contracts that underpin strategic development and business growth.  

Conversely, the research team gained an insight into how such initiatives work best.  Our experience with nurturing and bridging communities of practice through intermediation initiatives is that it is an exercise that demands both intellectual effort and political sophistication, something that normative and prescriptive approaches are oblivious to.  The research team approached power and politics ‘as both an ongoing product of collective activity and as the medium for it’ (Blackler, 2000: 847).  Creation of membership structures and boundary objects such as agendas, action plans and measurement frameworks needs to be politically astute.  Corporate members’ top management commitment, boundary spanners with expansive identities, corporate brokers and boundary processes that promote ‘coordination’ and ‘transparency’ are pivotal.  The foundation of intersubjectivity developed within the CPO and the EMBO communities of practice during the course of the intermediation initiatives ‘served to continually enculturate new members and ensure the longevity’ of these communities (Plaskoff, 2003: 167).  CPOs’ learning in supplier diversity terms, intersubjectivity, consensus and alignment of practice can be interpreted at times as ‘hegemonically stabilised outcome of a power play of social forces’ (Contu and Willmott, 2003: 292) prevailing within the intermediaries’ communities of practice and within each corporate member.  

An indication that the two intermediaries concerned are gaining momentum is the increasing number of CPOs and EMBOs joining.  However, it has to be noted, the intermediaries’ development process is not linear, nor is the nature and magnitude of the outcomes predetermined.  The challenge lying ahead is to maintain momentum with all participants.  The impact of the two-tier steering group in systematising and institutionalising supplier diversity in LPO members, the management of EMBO members’ expectations, as well as the scale and quality of engagement between EMBs and CPOs will be decisive in the next phase.  As the programme unfolds at a national level, encompassing a wider variety of locales and members, it offers the opportunity to increase knowledge on engaging with supplier diversity from multiple perspectives: the intermediary management, the LPO and the EMB participant.  
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