Tips for building online groups, forums and communities
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LinkedIn, Facebook, & Twitter groups
A LinkedIn Group should be your choice for hosting a private group discussion. Its features are much better than the ones available on Facebook or Twitter.

A discussion post on a group page shows up in the activity streams of the group only. You have 200 characters to use in the main post and another 200 in an extra posting space, and you can attach a link to an article or blog post outside LinkedIn.
Closed versus open groups

Closed groups are very specific in their focus with just a few members. They are an excellent place to network with like-minded professionals. To find closed groups, enter the keyword “closed” in the search column on the Groups Directory page and click Search. You'll see all the closed groups (with a closed lock icon in front of the group name). You join a closed group the same as you join an open group, except now your application is reviewed by the group's owner. 
Closed groups pique the curiosity of potential members and increase the chances they will join.
In relation, open groups have two benefits. Your discussions can be found in searches, and only here can you share posts to Facebook and Twitter.

Make your own group closed. By logging in regularly to approve pending new members, you will get a better sense of how quickly your group is growing. You will also be a better moderator because while you’re logged in, you can join discussions and manage spam.
Versus Facebook Groups

LinkedIn groups have more online-community features than Facebook groups. Here you and your group members can see a list of all the other members with links to their profiles. You can view messages from everyone in the group or just from those whom you follow. You can also broadcast messages widely or narrow the list of recipients. Lastly, you can search for specific discussions within the group. Facebook Groups doesn't have this search option. 
Following and being followed

If you click the Follow link under someone's name in a group, you're following anything they do, which means that you'll see their activity within this group in your LinkedIn feed. If a member follows you, he's notified anytime you post or comment inside this group. If you don't want to be followed, you need to leave the group.

Creating your own group 

Creating a group is a great way to develop a community around your niche. To set one up, go to Groups on the navigation menu and select Create a Group. You will then be asked to supply a logo; a group name; a group type (such as corporate, networking, nonprofit, or professional); a summary (for LinkedIn’s Groups Directory); a description (for the group page); a website; an email address; access limitation (open or request to join); language; location; and your agreement to LinkedIn’s Terms of Service.
You can use the same paragraph for your group summary and group description, but limit each one to a paragraph, in which you clarify the topics of discussion. For the website link, link to your organization’s website, not to its Facebook page or Twitter page.

LinkedIn groups use a rectangular avatar instead of a square one. If you name your group after your organization, then your horizontal logo is fine for your group's avatar. If not, you'll need to 
get a designer who can create one, or you can use a photo. Your avatar will appear on hundreds, if not thousands, of profiles and will be seen in the search results and feeds of new members when they join your group. It needs to be a strong avatar that makes a great first impression.

Naming your group

Many organizations name their group after themselves, but this is not wise. You will struggle to build interest unless your name is the same as a distinct service. For example, people will be more interested in a group called "Sustainable Fishing" than one called "The Marine Conservation Biology Institute." Many groups stagnate because their name doesn't appeal to potential new members. You can always add a sentence at the end of your group summary that says, "This group was created and is managed by [your organization’s name]."

If you do name your group after your organization, then state in the group summary and description that people are encouraged to discuss issues and ideas. You may even want to list some possible topics for them. 

You can rename your group up to four times.

Maximize the "group templates" feature

Under "Manage > Templates," create a "Request-to-join" message and a "Welcome" message; the first one is sent to pending new members when they request to join, and the second one to approved new members after you approve them. The request-to-join template thanks potential members for their interest and lets them know that they will be approved shortly, and that in the meantime they can visit your website, like you on Facebook, or follow you on Twitter. For the welcome template, welcome them to your group, list your group rules, let them know you are looking forward to their participation, and then subtly mention your website and social-networking pages. Also incorporate a follow request into the template and let your contacts know about your new company page.

Templates are high in ROI. They are your payoff for taking the time to create, promote, and manage a LinkedIn Group.
Group rules and spam

Publish clear group rules. Having group rules lets you delete or recategorize others’ posts with conviction. See "Manage > Group Rules." Your rules will be visible in the upper right of your group's home page. Ask that members post all promotional content under promotions and jobs, and that discussions be reserved solely for sharing resources, discussing issues and ideas, and seeking advice. If you don't monitor spam and delete it quickly, it will get e-mailed to your group as well. Block the spammers while you’re at it. 

Enable “Promotions and Jobs” 

Discussions are meant for discussion, not for promoting events, Webinars, or other services. To prevent overzealous marketers from spamming your discussions, enable the "Promotions" function. You can easily move an inappropriately posted discussion to promotions by simply flagging the discussion post. This will keep your discussions clutter-free. You should also enable the "Jobs" function to empower LinkedIn members to share and post jobs.

Promoting your group

Just like with Twitter and Facebook, LinkedIn growth is very slow until you reach 5,000 followers or so. You yourself will need to jump-start the content. Never launch a group without posting some discussions. 

Once you have seeded some discussions, promote the group on your website, on your social networks, and in your e-newsletter. Send brief invitations to your contacts after you pre-approve them; you are limited to 50 invitations at a time. You can also turn on Member Invitations to let them invite others. This will speed up your group's growth without compromising too much on quality because you are getting referrals from those whom you already approved. Lastly, encourage your coworkers to join your group and to invite their LinkedIn connections to join too.  
Send out announcements

Another perk that gets you a lot of exposure is the ability to send 'Announcements" to your group members. They outperform a tweet or a Facebook post any day of the week.
LinkedIn lets you broadcast a message by clicking on “Send an Announcement” under the "Manage" area of your group. An announcement goes out as an email, so your LinkedIn group members are much more likely to see your message than if you were to post an update on your LinkedIn profile. The announcement also appears as a discussion within the group. You can use an announcement as a way to ask questions to your group members, but responses to your announcement appear as comments.

You are limited to one announcement per week, so plan out what you want to ask your group. At the very least, do it monthly. Feature the top three discussions of the month in an announcement, perhaps with some commentary, and then at the end add a subtle pitch for your organization.
Creating subgroups

Create a subgroup once you reach 5,000 members. Send out an announcement and add a "New Subgroup!" pitch to your templates. Give the subgroup time to grow and flourish, and then perhaps launch another. You have to be disciplined and strategic to create subgroups that interest and engage members. You can create a subgroup under "Manage > Create a Subgroup."

Facebook groups 

See www.facebook.com/about/groups to start your own group. If you are looking for control over crowd membership, Facebook is not the best solution. Any group member can add friends regardless of whether it is set as open, secret, or closed. Try LinkedIn groups instead. Still, a Facebook group offers a more direct way of contacting members than a Facebook page does. 

To invite people into your group, one of the group members must be connected to them as Facebook friends, which limits who you can gather into a crowd. 
To build up your group in private, you can set the level to "secret" instead of "open" or "closed." This removes the group from public view, but it doesn't prevent members from inviting their friends into the group. You can then change it later once your group has gotten bigger.
Facebook groups have a document feature called "Docs," which is a shared notepad where you can edit with group members. Within a group page, click on Docs at the top and then the “Create a Doc” button on the right-hand side to create a text-only document that all group members can edit. When you save the document, it will be posted to the group’s feed, just like a status update, with an Edit button in the upper-right corner. To see previous revisions, click Recent Changes.

Unfortunately you can't add other applications to groups to enhance functionality. 

Twitter group chats

Joining one hosted by others

For a Twitter chat, someone designates a particular hashtag and a recurring time. Then at that appointed time, a conversation occurs with tweets focused on the subject of the hashtag. Some chat organizers create Twitter lists that include all of the participants. You can then just follow the list and not the people. The host will tell you the name of the list and how to follow it.

To join a chat, look online for a chat schedule. There are different versions listed, so be sure to look at each one and cross-compare:

· http://twubs.com/twitter-chats 
· http://blog.tweetchat.com/calendar 
· http://tweetreports.com/twitter-chat-schedule 

· http://tinyurl.com/TwitChatSchedule - a Google Docs document

You can also google “Twitter chat schedule” and see what other versions come up. On each schedule, notice how the chat hashtag is listed and when the chat is held. 
Use a helpful chat interface

Following and participating in fast-moving chats can be difficult on your crowded Twitter page. It’s much easier if you use Twubs (http://twubs.com), Tweetchat (www.tweetchat.com), or Hootsuite to separate the tweets of the relevant chat from all other tweets. A fourth interface that some use is tchat (www.tchat.io).

Twitter itself favors Twubs over Tweetchat for a complicated API-related engineering reason. Twubs’s unique benefits include

· embedding in your blog or website, which will increase your SEO rankings;

· a hashtag directory; and

· hashtag registration, which won’t give you ownership – no one can own a hashtag – but it might scare off others wanting to use it for a different purpose.

This video explains how to use Twubs for chats: www.youtube.com/watch?v=J6nzV08iCnM  .

As for Hootsuite, you can save a chat as a stream on your dashboard. This lets you monitor the chat easily, as well as jump into it at any time without having to remember the hashtag or do a search. You can make a tab just for chats, and have up to ten streams saved within it. To this tab you can add @mentions and a direct- message stream, alongside your saved chats.

Hosting your own chat

You can also host your own chat, but join an existing chat first. It's a good way to test the waters. Then, once you feel fluent in how to run it, create one of your own. Hosting your own chat gives your brand a lot more exposure, so don't take it lightly. 

When you’re ready, pick a hashtag that is not yet in use. Search to see if anyone else is using it. If the chat will occur regularly, add "chat" to the hashtag, like FBBookchat. Also, if the username is free for that hashtag, open an account with that name and use it to moderate the chat. 
Choose a time and topic and get your chat listed on each of the Twitter chat schedules above. 

Do it for more than one schedule since they’re not always identical. Add your hashtag, description, moderator name, day of the week, time, and website information. Click the submit button. Now your regular chat is listed for all to see.
Get others to spread the word for you by having them include the hashtag in their invitational tweet to others. Other ways to promote your chat include
· an @mention tweet to people you feel would enjoy the chat;

· your chat information in your emails;

· posting the info on Facebook and making posts about it, especially right before it starts;

· creating a web page with all the information about chats, and your chat in particular;
· sharing the chat’s start time in all of your social-media accounts (for cross-pollination); and
· a LinkedIn group to continue the chat in a space that’s good for longer replies and deeper exploration.
Picking your type of chat
· Question-based, on a single topic 

Use it to crowd-source information or direct the conversation down a certain path. Number each question so that your first two questions might be: Q1: How does it work? Q2: Does it work for you? People will tweet back the answer using this style: A1: It works! A2: Looks like it!

· Question-based, with multiple topics

Use it so participants can ask questions during the chat. All questions are submitted by the participants, and any question goes as long as it's related to the topic.

· Free-flowing chat
Use it to let the conversation (and hashtag) go where it will. 

· Guest Q&A 

Use it to bring in an expert to answer questions on a topic.

· A moderated Q&A live-tweet session 
Use it when you have both a moderator who can track the questions as well as a bevy of Twitter followers who are eagerly sending in questions. 
Internet forums versus online communities

While these two phrases are almost synonymous, an internet forum usually refers to the software specifics while an online community refers to the social interactions that occur on the software.

Building an Internet forum
A forum consists of categories or sub-forums, and these sub-forums then have sub-forums of their own. The topics (or threads) come under the lowest level of sub-forums and these are the places under which members can start their discussions or posts.  

Potential liability

Forum owners and moderators in the USA are protected by Section 230 of the Communications Decency Act: "No provider or user of an interactive computer service shall be treated as the publisher or speaker of any information provided by another information content provider."
Sticky threads

Threads that are important but rarely receive posts are stickyed (or, in some software, "pinned"). A sticky thread will always appear in front of normal threads, often in its own section.
Attachments

When someone attaches a file to a post, they are uploading it to the forum's server. Forums are usually strict about what can be attached and how big. 
BBCode instead of HTML

Often the internet forum will disable HTML altogether or allow only administrators to use it as allowing it on any normal user level is a security risk due to a high rate of XSS vulnerabilities. When HTML is disabled, Bulletin Board Code (BBCode) is the preferred alternative. It consists of a tag, similar to HTML only instead of < and > the tagname is enclosed within square brackets (meaning: [ and ]). Commonly [i] is used for italic type, [b] is used for bold, [u] for underline, [color="value"] for color and [list] for lists, as well as [img] for images and [url] for links.
Moderators
Moderators, chosen by the administrators, manage the day-to-day affairs of a forum or board. Responsibilities include deleting, merging, moving, and splitting of posts and threads, locking, renaming, stickying of threads, banning, suspending, unsuspending, unbanning, warning the members, or adding, editing, and removing the polls of threads. Depending on the access level of a user, the moderator might need to approve their post.
Users can help the moderators via a report system. Using it will notify all currently available moderators of its location, and subsequent action or judgment can be carried out immediately, which is great on large boards. Moderators encourage members to also use the private message system if they wish to report behavior and frown upon attempts of moderation by non-moderators, especially when the would-be moderators do not issue a report. There is usually also a FAQ section containing basic information for new members. 

Do not allow backlinks

Do not allow backlinks in users' signatures in their posts. This will prevent spammers and others from writing garbage posts with their website in their signature, just so that they will have more inbound links to their website from a third-party website such as your forum.

Sensitive topics

Many online forums have devoted areas strictly for discussion of sensitive topics.

Automatic word-censoring

Word-censoring systems should search only for the whole-word usage.

Misconduct

If a user shows misconduct, give them a warning, then a temporary ban on commenting, and then a permanent ban. But before you permanently ban them, invite them to suggest a category where they still can post and have their words read by others. 

Comparison of forum software
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Comparison_of_Internet_forum_software
Reddit

Reddit has over a million communities known as “subreddits,” each covering a different topic. The name of a subreddit begins with /r/, which is part of the URLs that Reddit uses. /r/nba, for example, is a subreddit where people talk about the National Basketball Association.

The homepage (or “front page”) shows you various posts that are trending on the site, pulled from a variety of subreddits. You can click the sort button in the upper left to sort by posts that are “hot” (trending), new, controversial, and more. Hotness is determined by the age of the submission, positive ("upvoted") to negative ("downvoted") feedback ratio and the total vote-count. Dozens of submissions cycle through these front pages daily.

Near the top is a search bar to find both posts and subreddits related to a term.

Subreddits are managed by volunteer moderators who can edit the appearance of a particular subreddit, dictate what types of content are allowed in the sub, and even remove posts or content or ban users from the subreddit. 

Next to a post, users click the arrows to upvote or downvote posts, increasing or decreasing their visibility, and the number reflects the current sum of upvotes and downvotes.  

Subreddits are great for raising publicity for a number of causes, and with this increased ability to garner attention and a large audience, users have one of the largest communities on the Internet for new, revolutionary, and influential purposes.

Reddit Gold, for a price of $3.99/month or $29.99/year, adds a number of features to the interface, including the ability to display more comments on a page, access to the private "lounge" subreddit, and notifications whenever one's username is mentioned in a comment.
Building an online community

Start small

This is the secret to developing a successful community. If your community can’t succeed when it’s small, it will never succeed when it’s big. So, avoid a big launch. By sending an army of people to see your community at its launch, you’re ruining your only chance at a great first impression with the majority of your prospective audience. It’s not the technology that makes a community great but the sense of community among the members, the responsiveness of discussions, and the achievements and milestones the community has reached.
Red flags of a big launch
· news posts on the organization’s website,

· spamming all your friends immediately at your launch,

· numerous e-mails to everyone on the organization’s mailing list,

· a PR campaign to persuade journalists to write about the community,

· blogger outreach campaigns, 

· a competition or incentives for people to join the community, 

· an offline launch day attended by journalists, celebrities and the CEO, and

· a community forum board without an initial core base of users.
Your first 50 members
Getting your first 50 members is hard. Start by building a list of people you might ask to join this community and to get it started. Aim for about 200 names, e-mail addresses and a few notes about each person. 

Then segment the list into three to four categories by their level of passion for the topic, with the most passionate ones at the top. Now begin interacting with those who are most passionate about the community topic. Compliment them on actions they’ve taken. Ask for their opinion on an issue. Reveal and share your plans and aspirations. But don’t ask them to do anything yet.

Your goal is to build up goodwill and established relationships that you can later leverage to forge your group. If you ask them to do something in one of your first interactions, you will destroy that goodwill. You should be able to get the majority of this group to the stage where you’ve exchanged 3-4 e-mails. Once you have a trusting relationship, then you can ask if they would be interested in becoming a founding member of your community, a community for which you are being selective in whom you approach. It is a chance for them to broaden their network and to learn about new topics that are relevant to them.
If they agree, invite them to join your closed LinkedIn group until the platform is ready. Here you can ask them for advice about the platform, introduce them to each other, and stimulate discussions about the topic. Keep them highly active at interacting regularly with each other and not with you. Think critical mass of activity, not a critical mass of users. 

Invite only five members a day, and then invite 5 more each day. This lets you gradually grow the community, welcome and introduce newcomers, and perfect your process of inviting individuals. This also creates a feeling of momentum. It shows to members that the community is growing and evolving every day. Momentum is a powerful force in the development of a community, and people want to be a part of momentum.

Tasks for your community founders

Ask them to collaborate with each other on the following:

· Mission (enable them to add their digital signature to it)

Mission boilerplate: “We develop a community that supports/helps/empowers < users > to < do something.>” < do something> is ideally shaped by putting a simple question to the users in a first person fashion: “what would you like to do ?” or “where would you like to be?” Communicate this purpose statement with everyone involved in the design and make sure that everyone has full understanding of its context.

· Design of the online platform: the look and feel, the layout, and functionality (their digital signature here too) 

· Promotion: Ask community founders for promotional ideas to help launch the community. Will they be willing to tell their friends about the community? Who do they know with an interest in the topic? What would they like to tell them? 

· Content: You might also ask them to help create content for the community. If you have a blog, they can write guest entries. They can interview VIPs in the sector, write opinion columns for the community, come up with interesting ideas for content, and tell you what they want to read about.

· Rules and guidelines: Founding members can contribute to the rules and guidelines of the community. They can write a set of basic principles and rules (e.g. no advertising, no vulgar language, etc.). By writing the rules, they’re more likely to abide by them.

· Activities: Ask founders what events/activities they want to take place in the community. If anyone suggests a great idea, ask what help they need from you to make it happen. Encourage them to take responsibility for making their own ideas happen. These are events such as live chats, interviews, offline events etc.
· Taking roles: You can establish roles within the community and invite founders to put themselves forward for these roles. Instead of rejecting people for a role outright, find something similar for them to do. Roles might include editor, recruiter, moderator, or even just responding to others’ discussions about particular topics.

· Talking to each other on the platform: Founders must actively be talking to each other on the platform. They need to help stimulate discussions and respond to those discussions. They must help you ensure that most discussions are receiving a reply within 24 hours.

· Welcoming newcomers: This is important. You won’t have time to meet and greet every newcomer yourself, but if you have a core group of people keen to take this role, you can do it with others. It is useful for founders to welcome the newcomers to the community and encourage them to be involved and participate.
Going from 50 to 500

Spend a lot of time building relationships one-on-one with each member. The more time you spend with the first 50 active members, the better the results. Community is a result of building a sense of identity amongst a specific group. It’s the outcome of thousands of micro-interactions between you and them and between one another. You need to understand that you yourself stimulate those discussions. You have to get down in the mud and actively interact with them.

Once you have approximately 50 active members of the community, move them to the platform.

Start with as few sections as possible, as too many sections often means it will be hard to create a community feel, and conversations will be diluted and stretched too thin. If this happens, stop approaching new members and focus on engaging the ones you have. 

Continue to focus on direct invitations, but now invite people to do something specific. Explain why you are approaching them in particular. Once they participate, they’re likely to do so again and get into the community’s notification system. Once they make a contribution, they’re likely to return to the community again to see how others replied to their contribution.

This takes time. Spend two hours per day contacting new people. Assuming your approach is personable and genuine (not copy/pasted), you should be able to persuade approximately 5 to 10 people per day to join the community. That’s 25 to 50 people per week, which means it will take between 10 to 20 weeks to reach 500 members. This is a reasonable level of growth. 

As for your specific request of these prospective members, they might

· share their unique perspective in a blog post, video interview, or a Twitter exchange; 

· submit questions for the community to answer; or  

· take a specific role within the community.

Have online events scheduled on a regular basis, such as:
· interactive webinars by you, another member of the community, or an outside expert; 

· one-way webcasts;
· podcasts or a live-streamed show on BlogTalkRadio (www.blogtalkradio.com) 

· celebrations of milestones, such as a certain number of members or posts reached; 

· a reserved week each year for fundraising for the community's costs; and 

· a weekly or monthly interview with a VIP from the community's sector, either via a moderated live-chat or questions solicited from members in advance.

Create a ranking system to find the most influential, most respected, most skilled or most powerful people in the industry. Include every influential person you can imagine and let them know they’ve been nominated. Your community's members will then determine who the most popular person is, but only after enough time has passed for these influencers to send traffic to your community.

Collaboratively write a wiki to attract new members. Get your community to create a book from this content and publish it. Everyone who made a contribution gets credit, and let them share it for free. Ensure the book has plenty of links to the community’s pages and that it calls for more people to add their expertise to the next addition of the book. Promote it widely. It’s simple, useful and effective. You can even offer the book to newcomers that sign up.

Be a resource for journalists. Send them a weekly snippet of your community’s messages and offer interviews with your members. A community that serves as a useful resource for journalists is very likely to gain positive coverage and attract further members.

Issue statements on behalf of the community on topical issues. You see many advocacy groups, lobbying organizations and community groups doing this every day. Whenever there is a topical issue, issue a statement on behalf of the group, a statement that can be collaboratively edited. 

This tells the journalist that this group matters on this issue. It also might aid you in the debate, especially on political matters. In addition, it tells your existing members that they are making an impact. Finally, and most importantly, other people will learn about your community and decide that this might be a group worth joining.  This strategy works best when the statement has an agenda, something that people can do within the community to change the situation. 

Have "a contributor of the week" award (no tangible benefits, just specific praise).
To persuade a group to join, write a blog post about them. If you write about a specific group of people - what they’re doing, why they matter in the community ecosystem, their achievements, and their failures - those people are almost certain to join to read the content.

You might also have meet-ups at conferences to promote the site and build your member base.

From 500 to 5000

Continue to directly invite people to join, but avoid enrollment competitions, challenges, and membership drives. It’s sluggish work, but it shows measurable results. The amount of time you can spend doing this can drop to about 50% - 75% of what it was early on, but keep doing this. It's your guarantee that you will continue to have new members joining and participating. If you invite 10 people to join your community every day, it only takes 100 weeks to get to 5000 active members (excluding weekends). 

Lastly, hand the community off to a competent successor.

Books & websites for online communities

· https://www.feverbee.com
· Online Community Management For Dummies, by Deborah Ng (2011)
· Building Successful Online Communities: Evidence-Based Social Design, by Robert E. Krautand Paul Resnick (2012)
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