Community Health Checks

The life cycle of a community will go through a predictable lifecycle.  Participation can wane; the number of posts slow down, fewer people show up, only a few people are generating plans for the next activity.

But not all lapses in content and contribution mean a community’s life is over. In many cases, some specific diagnosis and actions can reinvigorate a community. This is particularly important when the community is serving as a focus of expertise development in an area that is important to the sector.

Identifying the Symptoms

The “actions” in the table below are suggested primarily for community facilitators and sponsors, but in some cases any community member can take the initiative to rejuvenate the community. 

Symptoms and Actions for Improving Community Participation

	Symptom
	Actions

	No participation or activity.
· No new documents or links posted 

· No new discussion threads, announcements or news
	Post new content, requesting feedback and comments to elicit new conversation. 

Remind people to set alerts for the site.

Talk to members to find out what people are working on and ask people what they would like to see on it. 

	Activity only by a few people
	Call or email members who haven’t participated for a while; find out why they haven’t been participating. Use those conversations to elicit new content and encourage contribution.

Also be sure that the people who are not contributing understand how to use the tools. Never assume that tools are “intuitive” to everyone, or that everyone understands how to use them.

	People use email instead of posting questions and discussions on the CoP
	The email habit is a hard one to break. If the goal of the community is to capture all the relevant discussions for future use, then the community facilitator needs to take a strong stand with members. 
One way to do this is to make a public statement that no questions sent by individual email will be answered, but that questions posted to the community will always be answered in set time. Another approach is to respond to all email questions by asking the requestor to post the question in the forum.

	Sudden drop in discussions where there was previous activity.
	If there was a lot of active discussion and then it quickly dies out. Review the postings for potential “flaming”.  Edit the discussion threads to remove inappropriate comments (and state that you have done so). Speak with the people who have posted and clarify the norms for participation of the community.

	Another community is focused on the same topic.
	If the members of the other community are current or previous members of your community, talk to them about why the community isn’t meeting their needs. If they do want to take a specific focus, then be sure that you have set up cross-linkages to the other community sites, and are referring people back and forth as needed.

If the new community consists of people who are not participating in the current community, ask some of the same questions. See if there is sufficient overlap that the new community might be better managed as a Sub - CoP of the current site or a merger between the communities.


Reinvigoration
Community facilitation is about creating and sustaining relationships, not just the facilitators’ relationships with the individual members, but the members’ relationships among themselves. Reinvigorating the community involves restoring “social capital” to the community in a way that motivates and encourages people to re-engage and commit. The table below lists some practical interventions – things you can do to alter the current dynamics – that can have an impact on the community.

Reinvigoration Communities

	Intervention
	Potential Impact on Community

	Request sponsor support
	Talk to the sponsors of the community. 

If the sponsor expects the community to be collaborating and operating as a community, ask them to show some visible support to the community, invite them to participate, or to spend time with the community reviewing the community site and making suggestions and providing resources to support it.

	Informal get-togethers (face-to-face or virtual)
	Face to face (or online or phone) meetings can range from very informal to highly formal and structured. It’s important to give people a reason to show up – but once people are  together they have the opportunity to make or renew acquaintance, find topics of common interest, and share recent experiences.

	Communicate more frequently
	Create a “newsletter” that consists of items describing what may (or may not) be happening in the community, but also what different community members may be doing. You may need to call or get in touch directly with a number of individuals to elicit their “news.”

	Back channelling
	A personal phone call (or a meeting) is a good way to connect one-on-one to find out people’s concerns or to hear what might be in the way of participation. For example, a community member may not be getting support from his/her manager to participate.

	Invite new members
	Often the way to move a community from a “stuck” to a state of activity is to introduce new members who are more outgoing, or who will ask a lot of questions of existing members.

New members introduce new ideas, alter some of the behavior patterns and bring new connections and knowledge into the group 

	Have a guest speaker (Hotseat)
	Bringing new ideas from outside speakers often helps a community to shift its thinking and generate new ideas.  This idea can be adapted into an online event in which people from multiple disciplines are invited to contribute to a topic over a period of time.

	Change the community purpose
	If a community has “run out of steam,” or if, it may be time to retire the community (with celebration!), and move on to something new.

Often if a community has built a lot of social capital and wants to stay together, they can decide on a new topical area to focus on, and create a new community or repurpose the existing community.

	Develop facilitation skills
	If a goal of the community is to engage in discussions and there is little activity, it might be good to find out how others facilitators go about this.  Join the facilitators Community and come along to our annual event.
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