Lessons Learnt: CILIP online communities, July 2006 – August 2007

1.1 Lessons learnt: Pre Pilot

· Don’t focus on topics in preference to how the forums would work

It is vital that you strike a balance between understanding how the technology works and what topics are most suitable to provide the pilot participants with a safe and useful working environment. The nuances of how people interact are defined by the technology’s offer, so make sure you are fully conversant with the technology and what offering affords what type of behaviour

· Behaviours, protocols and processes are more important than topics

The pilot is there to test a number of things – the social model, the technology, the organisational interface. Although not necessarily a public discussion (we had ours publicly and it didn’t gain much traction because people really weren’t that interested in it), settling on the right social model, with its related checks and balances, was absolutely vital for the future success of the whole project, as any potential problem resolution processes were transparently approved by the community members. 

· Organisational integration is vital: both in membership terms (groups, branches etc.) and in staff terms: this should be discussed up front clearly 

There is no point setting up an online community for a membership organisation if there are no organisational systems in place to cope with the new membership interface. Issues will arise that will need HQ response. New knowledge will be generated that should be relevantly ear-marked for other members’ information. Members’ movements will appear that should be supported by HQ. 

Any of these activities (and more) need to be properly supported by HQ or the the members will not have the faith to participate, and without that, there is no point in them taking part in any online community activity. 

· Technical fit does not mean organisational fit

When assessing what technology is best for the project, you need to consider more than just the technical aspects. The people using it need to be understood clearly, as using a platform highly tuned for early adopters may need some extra configuration (design or technical) for a membership with less familiarity with technology in general. 

· Early workshops were very useful for clearing different conceptions and gaining an overview of possibilities but, with their focus on topics not community structure, could have been more useful

As the point above, the workshops provide a space to raise and discuss the myriad issues which will come up when hosting online communities. We found that we were particularly concerned with the pilot’s topic as we were keen to keep the participants focused on something specific (in order to avoid any legacy behaviours creeping in from other lists). This took up too much of our time which could have been spent considering the social model. 

· Don’t expect all the doors in and around your organisation to be open – others may not share your enthusiasm

As with all technology or new process adoption projects, the introduction of new technology or processes to any group throws up different responses, which may not all be positive. It will take time and tenacity to convince everyone in your organisation that this is a good idea. We agreed that having a team member with a specific focus on communicating the projects’ ambitions and goals would have been a great help. But then again, we weren’t entirely clear about this at the beginning as so much of the work was new!

· Talk to other organisations who have been through it – agencies and consultants are great but, understandably don’t have that contextual experience which makes up the balance

CILIP set out on a bold path with the online communities project, and found that other membership organisations were still thinking about it. Contextual situations dictate a great deal about how a project of this nature is handled. Which department is handling the project? How do the departments communicate? What is the balance in membership representation? How did the team get certain decisions made? 

Hence there are a number of organisation specific issues, processes and knowledge which are best shared directly between organisations in peer to peer exchanges. CILIP is looking at setting something up along these lines. 

· It will take resources, and you wont’ be able to predict how much or when, so try to keep all stakeholders (specifically the sponsors) abreast of that situation

Project sponsors need certain information at certain times. They have stuck their necks out for the project and will need to justify their decisions at meetings; consider this with the sponsor: ‘How can we help you justify the project? What information do you need for council/management etc.?’ are good questions to start from. Don’t fall into the trap of seeing your sponsor as only someone who can force decisions into the management structure – your sponsor needs help too!

· Buy in does not mean involvement or support: from the CEO downwards; you need support at all levels of management and membership to find a balance of top down/bottom up inclusion

As well documented across all Community of Practice literature, there is a fine balance of support for this style of community which is needed. Some characters in your organisation simply need to give the project approval, but most of them you want to actually take part and show their dedication to this new way of interacting with all of the actors in the system. 

· Ensure that your ‘communities’ project gets reasonable priorities, organisation-wise: keep it out of silos and at the top of agendas because it is going to impact on everyone

One of the most exciting things about community engagement projects is that the community come much closer to the organisational dynamics than ever before and should have influence over the general direction. This is very exciting, but carries significant risk; if you set one up and don’t ensure that if the community say something, it gets done, you will not reach ‘community’ status. 

Make sure that everyone at HQ is aware of this significance. Ensure that the project is discussed with and in all departments, because all of the departments are responsible to the membership in some way, and therefore, with the gradual thinning of barriers between membership and HQ, all participants will be much more closely related. 

This is not something that is solely in the domain of the ‘communities’ team. The communities team needs to have a representative from each department. This is a new way of working. 

· Having gained support from those who you want to support it, keep them supporting it – visibly – you will need it

Provide them timely information and motivation to continue their support. Keep the project on their agendas, and keep a steady trickle of positive and transferable mini-stories circulating; a good short story goes a long way!

· Setting up online communities challenges departmental thinking and will lead to issues which might require resolving/building consensus around

As mentioned above, a ‘communities team’ should represent all departments because all departments are, ultimately, answerable to the membership. This will not be the case at the beginning of the project. For very good reasons, your organisation is likely to be structured in a way that suits the various economies of scale of service provision and traditional information systems. Different departments will have very different opinions on priorities and the value of membership. These are highly likely to have not been discussed. 

This will change with the introduction of communities; you will have to discuss these things between departments, reach agreements, share responsibilities, resources, issues. This requires a new way of working. 

The evolution of the communities team and related information systems will bring in this new way of working; take it seriously.

· The world changes very fast indeed – be prepared to adapt. This is not saying ‘try something out and if it doesn’t work, walk away’ – that is irresponsible – we are saying ‘once you have decided on your approach, be prepared to try different angles’

We found that the internet landscape changed continuously, and with it, the different expectations of different system actors. It is not possible to please all the people all the time, so focus on the core concepts of engagement and participation, the desired outcomes of enhanced knowledge sharing and information provision, and work outwards from there. 

If a certain social model or technical choice isn’t suitable (e.g. our initially very formal CoP model was too formal), adjust it (in our case, make it less formal, try different technical fits to the model). But not the core principles! 

1.2 Lessons learnt: Kick off

· Create a glossary of terms: what do you mean by forum? Community? Post? Reply? Engagement? We spent a lot of time wrestling with meanings. 

Many misunderstandings arise from linguistic uncertainty and differences in people’s mental models of the project, the social models and the technology. For more information in this area, read Steven Pinker’s work, or other psychologists. Be clear in your meanings; it is highly likely that your organisation will not have a language to handle this new activity, so you should dedicate some time to sorting this out. 

· Evaluate software with technical *and* social criteria (e.g. usability mapped to your membership’s demographics)

Assessing software from on the basis of functionality, scalability, integratability and more is necessary, but if you are basing a great deal of interaction around said software, remember the people who will be using it. Are they technically advanced or verging on Luddite? Do they have a lot of time available or will they be dropping in quickly from home at night? Have they any experience in using the types of software you are considering? 

There are different approaches to this ranging from the control-focused persona approach to the highly participative workshop approach; you will probably want to use a bit of everything depending on your time and budget. But you need an idea of your membership’s profile. 

· Evaluate membership with a view to type of software and affordances mapped to requirements

As above.

· All social models (especially CoPs) require lots of development work and pre-project preparation

Do not underestimate the time and resource required to start a formal professional network. Do not assume that you can simply stick up a forum and let it to go its own way – this approach is fine for early adopting technically friendly types, but it is highly likely that your membership will not be so adjusted to technology and social changes. 

You will need to set time aside for many things ranging from extra IT support to entirely new knowledge processes. Some of this can be predicted, other bits cannot – you are dealing with humans (who are relatively unpredictable!). A handy tool to start these conversations is a scenario workshop (e.g. what if no-one says anything, e.g. what if we have hundreds and hundreds of messages) with related scenario planning tools (e.g. a shared spreadsheet describing scenarios and actions, responsibilities etc.). Alternative approaches include inclusive narrative based workshops designed to encourage the people who will be actually using the system to think a long way into the future instead of focusing on the short term issues. 

· Rules and processes are absolutely vital. Don’t start without them. It is best to work on them with members in the pilot to share the ownership of them. 

With any luck, you will only need to moderate discussions very rarely, and the need for active (and resource intensive) facilitation will decline over time (if you put in suitable organisational processes). 

However, you must have a clearly written statement of acceptable behaviour and rationale behind the project. You will not need this on a day to day basis, but it will serve you well in times of dispute. You can change it later to adjust to new behavioural findings. 

In order to properly set the balance of power in the community, discuss this with the community members. As well as giving them a say in the subject, it will secure the guielines/rules in the membership, so it is not HQ dicating from a lofty height.

· Jakob Nielsen’s 1,9,90 rule is a reasonable (ref: http://www.useit.com/alertbox/participation_inequality.html)

1% of your population will regularly contribute
9% of your population will contribute from time to time
90% of your population will read only

Although not scientifically proven, this pattern is observable across the web (including the more social platforms like flickr and youtube) and hasn’t yet been proven incorrect. It is a reasonable benchmark for you to set your expectations from. 

Some communities will have far greater participation ratios, some less; these are dictated by a host of variables in the system ranging from the membership demographic to community’s problem types, to other networks on the web, to facilitation styles. If you are panicking about an apparently low participation ratio, do not start over-facilitating; go back to the social drawing board and assess the system variables for a greater understanding of the situation.

· Integrate your existing membership database with the community platform’s profiling engine – don’t set up two different areas for members to enter their personal information

Well, it’s common sense isn’t it? However, 20/20 hindsight is a great thing! 

It is entirely likely that your organisation is updating/upgrading your membership database, or it’s held in a different department and you haven’t brokered a strong relationship around the communities project, or it is not technically viable, etc. This is a very important issue which necessarily dictates how members interact with the communities, the organisation website and more. 

If possible, there would be one membership database, to which the members had read/write access via the web, as well as the relevant departments in HQ. This database would be the core of all profiling – from membership marketing to how the member’s profile appears in the online community. 

A key to community development is people introducing themselves and checking eachother out via the profiles pages. This is done naturally in the physical world, but is regularly underestimated in the virtual world. Of course members want to know who else is in the room. 

Try to sort this one out before you go ahead. It will dictate details including how will facilitate introductions – will you ask people to fill out their profiles? If so, are those profiles the ones in the membership database or will they have to duplicate this information? .. You can imagine that asking them to duplicate the information will not look desparately professional!

· Do not assume that you will have brilliant communications and buy-in internally and externally – this may be an uphill project for many good reasons not known to you

Well – we should say that about most things really, no? 

1.3 Lessons learnt: pilot

· Do a pilot. It is the most powerful learning opportunity you have. 

You will learn about the technology, measurement, resources required, money issues, the people involved, how to facilitate, and much more.  It also gives you the flexibility to learn transparently with your members, make mistakes, change things, and more. 

· Invite a useful cross-section of members to the pilot, both technically and socially

This is vital to ensuring that you get as balanced a pilot as possible. You will need people who are almost Luddite along with early adopters. The early adopters are likely to be the hardest to involve as they are likely to have their own blogs etc. so will struggle to see the value in going into a closed community (if that is your model). 

As well as the technically different types, ensure that you have some socially different people; supporters to trouble makers. The pilot is an opportunity to agree the rules, and, try them out, so you want to explore the good scenarios as well as the bad ones. 

· Champions are vital to sustaining conversations

There is a growing trend in the web2.0 movement that you only need facilitation if you want control and that it will soon be a thing of the past. 

We found that this was not the case (and there are other case studies showing this too). Setting up a community takes time and effort, and you won’t be able to do it alone. Given that you will wish to create (hopefully) a basically self-governing community, you will need to disseminate good behaviours through the members. 

Champions are a great way to assist with the ongoing liveliness of the communities and to support the knowledge flows from the communities into the HQ. 

See the evaluation chapter and our findings on the relationship between active facilitation and interaction figures. 

· Clarify the pilot’s intentions very clearly to the participants; people may not be familiar with the experimental nature of it

Just as the core team should agree on a basic set of assumptions and mental models built on a core set of words and meanings, so should you expect to make this very clear to the membership. It is very hard convincing people that you mean things that sound very zeitgeisty (the word ‘engagement’ can be met with cynicism), so make this clear. 

As well as the project as a whole, make sure that everyone understands the dynamics around the pilot – it is an experimental opportunity to explore many avenues and will bring about changes (hopefully). Make this clear. The pilot will dictate a lot about the future community. 

· Be prepared for success as well as failure – you might get too many people!

The moment when one of the team asked ‘what do we do if too many people sign up for the pilot?’ and the consultant said ‘that’s a nice problem to have’ is officially in our team’s happy history! Yes we learnt our lesson: hundreds of members subscribed to the pilot, which invoked a large and unexpected amount of back office admin. 

Consider positive outcomes as well as negative ones in your scenario planning.

· Need your own threads to really learn about facilitation in your own context

There are online facilitation courses around (notably Nancy White’s) which have very good reputations and assist participants in the overall nature of online facilitation. You could send your future community manager on one of these and they will learn much, but it is only in your own domain, with its own language and related behaviours, that you will really learn where the problems lie, and what to do about them in which language. 

· Need rules in place, co-owned, to be secure about them

Naturally. As discussed previously, the best way to ensure that a community’s rules are practical and robust is to discuss them with the community members. If you have no rules, you run the risk of having to debate with a member what is and what is not acceptable (fine in the pilot but deeply divisive in live). If you have rules that HQ defined and rolled out, you run the risk of criticisim about your controlling nature. 

Ultimately, your approach to this will be defined by the bigger picture of your organisation, its dedication to ‘engagement’ and the general balance of power between the membership and HQ. 

· Your first moderation might be painful but has to be done. 

The only way to truly learn how to moderate is to moderate something in your domain that matters to you when you know that it will have implications to the community you are involved with. Otherwise it is an academic exercise. It is never a pleasurable experience for either party (moderator/moderate) and sometimes has to be done. Hopefully you won’t have to do much, but when you do, make sure that you are backed up by the co-owned rules and processes, and it is a valid action (not a knee jerk response to some genuine criticism).

We encountered a couple of moderate-able situations in the pilot which provided us with an invaluable discussion point (moderation is very divisive and will split people politically), process testing and lodging the consultant’s experience into the team’s conciousness. Keep the moderation emails for future reference. 

· Clear rules and processes keep moderation actions transparent

Never moderate on emotional response. Only moderate on transparent processes previously agreed in the open. 

· Introduction thread: don’t kick something off that you can’t work with; why do you want people to introduce themselves? How is that related to their profiles? Which is more important? 

We invited everyone to introduce themselves and then, when hundreds did, we did not know what to do! Although this may sound unimportant, it is important because the members have invested significant time and energy (particularly for the shy members who are not used to describing themselves in public) and if you cannot display some response, you might appear somewhat flippant towards them. 

If you set out on something like asking people to introduce themselves, think ‘why’ and ‘what will we do with those introductions?... how can we use their input to generate new conversations and help members find out things they want to know?’

· Bios and profiles: initially asked everyone to add profiles. They didn’t which was frustrating at first, but *now* the strategy has changed (with hoped for move to CARE integration) – so it was just as well! 

As discussed earlier, think about your membership database before asking people to fill out their community profiles, as duplicating this information and effort is silly. 

· Member names: consider implications of importing names and how they will look on screen

How will members be represented on the screen? Where do the usernames come from? Can the members change their usernames? 

Members are quite rightly sensitive about how they are perceived online. If you are using pre-existing usernames (e.g. logins to the earlier membership website), it is very likely that the members did not give themselves names that they ever thought would be public. Therefore, they are likely to want to change them. Can they? What are the implications of changing a username on the community platform to the membership database and related access? 

· Could have considered having an internal communications plan to run alongside project to keep staff up to date with activity

As discussed earlier, the team felt that they would have benefited from having a member with the responsibility to share stories of the project around the organisation. 

1.4 Lessons learnt: live
· Training is best done face to face

This does not absolve the project of the necessity to write clear useful ‘howto’ documentation outlining the key activities members will have to undertake, but there is no doubt that the best way to transfer your knowledge of how to do something is by standing next to a member and working through the activities with them. Period. 

· Reporting became a bit of an issue: Community Server (CS) is not strong on stats (like many community platforms) so check what you need long in advance of starting and see if it can be produced

We began with a highly unsuitable ‘KPI’ chart which we tried to fill in regularly, but it didn’t work – because the data sets were reported on differently and the business reporting procedures were different in the different organisation. We became stuck in a sad situation where we weren’t sure why we were doing it, nor what it was good for, but continued because that is what humans do sometimes – they plod on. To make matters more difficult, the platform’s reporting technology was far from stable and the data it produced was referenced differently. 

We resolved the situation in phase two and drew up a quick and easy process identifying what data we wanted, what the platform called it, how to extract it, and how to report it into CILIP’s bigger business reporting environment. 

Assess what sort of information will support the business reporting requirements of your organisation, who will want it, and in what format. Make sure that the data you are collecting, and then turning into valuable business information, is purposeful and can support business decision making. 

· We are not entirely sure but think that the logic and presentation layers of CS are not as separate as they could be, making presentation and/or functionality changes much more complicated than previously thought

Community server is a new product and thus the only way to learn about it is to experience it. We found that the members’ experiences could be improved by stripping out some of the functionality and adding a more aesthetically pleasing design layer. This could have been done locally in CILIP if we had clear guidelines about what layers could and couldn’t be independently tweaked. 

· New versions of CS are produced frequently - once every 6 months or less - so it is best if you tailor it as little as possible as any updates necessarily involve updating your tailoring

This is a balancing trick and an emergent point of discussion around who is in control of the supplier/consumer relationship (around which there are workshops to level the power laws). We would recommend that the consumers (organisations using technical platforms) consider the long term issues around using a service oriented software architecture which is likely to be continuously updated, as each update is likely to require a re-hack of all the earlier tweaks. This needs to be considered between client and agency from the beginning if possible; all platforms need updating, but what are the implications of that and to who? 

· CS is a ‘young’ product so needs to be updated! 

· Our IT developers have only tailored the one "default" skin – which meant that if you weren’t using it, you could get confused

· You may not get instant relationships with other internal stakeholders

This has been discussed previously. Do not underestimate the work required to convince your working colleagues that properly engaging your communities is a productive effort!

· There were complications of fitting the open access model to pre-existing groups, branches who couldn’t see the point of topicality as proposed in our CoP phase

We deliberately chose not to produce a social model which would conflict with the pre-existing social models ascribed to the membership (branches/groups etc.). Thus we chose a relatively prescriptive CoP formula based on topical discussions, using a prescribed technical mix of forums and blogs. This was to focus people on the subject matter, but also not to tread on anyone’s toes. 

It transpired that this was too structured, so we adjusted it in phase two (introduction of blogs to groups being the most successful deployment of technology so far) and other changes. This has been very successful, and, interestingly, lended the previously formal forums a little more informality (although no lack of professionalism).

· Financial considerations are very important – well beyond setting up the technical platform. 

As the product developed, we did not have enough budget to upgrade instantly, nor could we respond quickly to members’ suggestions which appeared – it is an evolving platform and needs to be tended as you go along. Keep some budget aside, or work on a mutual understanding of this situation. 

· Expect to learn a great deal in the pilot and your live phases – we suggest that you keep some money and time back for changes as and when they are required. 

Enough said really!

1.5 Lessons learnt: current

· Be prepared to change, but not to throw away; we changed from a formal CoP model to a looser member-driven model without losing any data or learnings from our work so far

This has been discussed previously. All of the data generated from the communities is potentially serious organisational knowledge. Do not disregard this vital element of the project. Do not set things up and then delete them – not only does this display a lack of reilience, but it also might involve throwing away good organisational data. Instead of this, tweak things. 

· Make sure that when you make changes you are aware of the impact they will have – don’t rush into a new change without knowing why, and what form of support you will need to provide

· You need a structure – but don’t let it dominate everything! 

Flexibility is the key to this new way of working, but keep your eye on the project’s strategic intent and goals etc. 

· ‘Consultation’ is a tricky business (the DKI tried using the communities to consult with the membership during 2007 to small response), but not one reserved to CILIP – there are many examples of experiments in using online tools which have not worked (UK government).  

1.6 Lessons learnt: evaluation

· You need to start with some KPIs but don’t make them, or the measurement system, too elaborate: keep them simple and not on a huge spreadsheet!

This has been discussed previously

· Choose your KPIs in line with your current business reporting – this is where it will fit in in the long term

This has been discussed previously

· Thoroughly check and understand your platform’s reporting capabilities before agreeing a set of reporting criteria

This has been discussed previously

· It’s always worth putting Google analytics on the site as well to provide a double check on your stats

Why not? It is free and provides you with a useful triangulation for your data capture.
