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Online communities: more than a comms tactic 

The workshop started with a general introduction to the concept of online communities by the 
chairman, Mathew Lowry, a consultant and communication strategist. A community is an 
informal group of people gathered around a common interest, message or content. In a real, 
successful, community, all experiences are exchanged and the total level of knowledge is 
always rising. Online communities are communities that learn. Practices like sending 
newsletters, for example, are not likely to have an impact on users. But creating an online 
community is creating an audience for your content, so community members are much more 
likely to pay attention to a newsletter within the community: they are aware that the content will 
probably be about their interest. 

However, if you create an online community with the sole purpose of placing your content in 
front of people, your community will fail. Indeed, a community is for sharing. An effective way 
of managing a large audience for your content is to combine the online aspects with 
face-to-face events as well. There are two different kinds of audience: 

• Anonymous users that simply click "like" on Facebook; 
• Stakeholders that seek long reports or green papers. 

Online communities are a good middle ground that can include a large number of people – 
although not as many as "like" things on Facebook– and can produce good content, although 
not as detailed and complete as reports for stakeholders. Online communities allow 
contributions, participation, consultations, etc. A key for success is setting a unique service 
purpose, explaining why people need to engage with this community specifically. The 
community manager has a key role: he is the voice of the organisation to the community but 
also must be the voice of the community in the organisation. 

After a brief presentation of online communities, three specific examples of successful 
projects were presented: eTwinning, NHS Citizen Community and Knowledge Hub. 

The example of eTwinning presented by Christel Vacelet, communication manager of 
European Schoolnet, is a community for school teachers. The community was created to fill a 
gap and provide a space for teachers to learn together and exchange experiences about the 
new ways to teach classes after the changes brought about by the new, technologically better 
equipped classrooms in schools across Europe. eTwinning is, firstly, a website, and secondly 
a community for training, sharing experiences, etc. Via Erasmus+, the community has 
reached 40 countries. Topics are very flexible and the community offers many different tools: 
videos, PowerPoints, video calls, and other online resources, online training, help for 



 

 

professional development, etc. Apart from online tools, face-to-face events are also 
organised. One of their main barriers is language, but they are working to overcome it. Their 
"community managers" are called ambassadors and they are key players in the functioning of 
the community because they produce good content, share it, etc. The community grows and 
ambassadors and participants are recognised by their peers for their contributions. 

Michelle Brooks from NHS England presented the NHS Citizen Community project. It was 
created in 2012 because the board of NHS England felt that the main views and voices of 
users were not being heard enough. Up to that point, the feedback they received was from 
people with problems, complaining about those problems. Users made suggestions only after 
having negative experiences, and specifically about when they had suffered. The need to hear 
from more users and to involve them in the decision-making process was the reason for 
creating a community around the NHS. The aim was to create something new, agile, 
accessible to all and well connected to decision-making. 

When the goal of the community is to gather opinions from people from very different social 
backgrounds, it is very important to combine online and offline messages. Although there is an 
online space for discussion, they also created offline spaces to gather the opinions of all those 
groups that rarely use the internet. The main barrier to this project is how to tackle the problem 
of participants that use the platform as a way to express their anger and frustration, creating 
negative environments. It is very important to balance the opportunity for people to rant about 
their bad experiences, because their message can be useful while at the same time stopping 
that from driving vulnerable people away. In addition, when building a community to involve 
citizens in the decision-making process of a public service for all, creating a sense that there 
are insiders and outsiders among them must be avoided.  

Steven Clift, Executive Director of E-Democracy.org, presented his online community: 
Knowledge Hub. According to him, online communities are more like small groups or circles 
where everyone can create and receive information. He offered a series of "dos and don'ts" for 
successful online communities based on his long experience in this field.   

It is essential to define the purpose of the community in a short description that must be very 
clear and attract interest. Being active and connecting working groups, holding face-to-face 
meetings, and trusted networks or conferences etc. helps the community grow and stimulates 
the sharing of knowledge. The most successful online communities are those where people 
go and ask questions because they know that they will receive good, reliable answers. 
Fostering information exchange is crucial. 

On the other hand, it is important to avoid some common mistakes and not to work on the 
basis of "if you build it, they will come". Outreach is essential. It is necessary to think about the 
key 10 people for the topic of the community and invite them; and then to think about the next 
10 and invite them, etc.  

Don't treat community connecting as an automatic process: human-to-human contact must be 
your focus because facilitation is essential for the community to work well. Another avoidable 



 

 

mistake is to skip reminders and notices: email is not dead, and people do quickly scan their 
inboxes. They might open emails on the basis of "give me an update once a week and I'll open 
it once a month". Community highlights are more likely to be read.  

The workshop's conclusion was that a successful community was defined as a trusted space 
for listening, reflection and collaboration. Slowcial media is best for getting things done and 
listening to and engaging with stakeholders. 

 


