
Part Two

Developing Online Communities

A building cannot be a human building unless it is a complex of still smaller buildings or smaller

parts which manifest its own internal socialfacts.

Vary the ceiling heights continuously throughout the building ... in particular, make ceilings high in

rooms which are public or meant for large gatherings (10 to 12feet), lower in rooms for smaller

gatherings (7 to 9feet), and very low in rooms or alcovesfor one or two people (6 to 7feet).

Alexander, Ishik.nv.i, Silverttciti, JjcoImoii, HikdUlil-Kinj; Hi Angel, A Pattern l.anxiiti£e (1977)

Part Two, Developing Online Communities starts with Chapter 7, a discussion of community-centered

development. After giving an overview of the process, it explains how to learn about user needs and

highlights the importance of analyzing user tasks. The chapters that follow examine specific parts of the

process in more detail.

Chapter # addresses selecting software for online community development. Although products change

rapidly and new ones appear every day, usability design, both good and bad, can be judged, to enable

wise selections. To that end, this chapter points out features to look for in different types of software.

Though written primarily with developers and software enthusiasts in mind, this information avoids

too much technical detail, to make it valuable to all interested readers.
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Chapter 9 offersguidelines to help online community developers provide good socia

bility support and design good usability. It draws on knowledge presented in Part

One, particularly Chapters 3 through 6. Examples and a user's perspective make this

material more readily understandable and, therefore, usable.

Chapter 10reviews techniques that can be used to collect information about user needs

and then to evaluate how well communities meet these needs at different stages of

development.

Chapter 11 comprisesexample cases ofonline community development, to practically

describe the development process and explain why various sociability and usability

decisions were made.

Chapter 12 takes a speculative look toward the future, addressing most of the issues

discussed in the book. It then comments on future research needed to solve crucial

issues.
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7 Community-Centered Development

Building a community is afundamentally different activity than [sic] writing computer code ...

—Peter Kulluek and Marc Smith. Managing tlit Virtual Commons (1996)

This chapter provides an overview of the community-centered development (CCD) process, which is a participatory process

that involves members of the community. It also explains how to take the first development step in the CCD process-

analyzing community needs and tasks. Subsequent steps—obtaining technology, planning social policies, and designing,

implementing and testing prototypes; refining and tuning; and welcoming and nurturing the community—are discussed in

later chapters.
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Online communities, like physical communities, evolve organically, shaped by their

members, leaders,and managers. The software supporting the online community and

its early social policies also influences how it develops. As people become familiar

with each other and/or managers make decisions about how to direct the group,

social policiesmay change. In contrast, there is limited scope for software changes, so

it is important to launch with well-designed, carefully selected software.

In some respects, developing online communities is like town planning. Town plan

ners have to map geographical layout and install major services such as electricity, gas,

telephone lines, and so on. They must build infrastructures, such as roads, public

spaces, shopping facilities, residential housing, and recreational spaces. If a major road

is laid through the center ofthe town, for example, that space becomes unsuitable for

a school, town hall, or pedestrian walkway. Or, if shopping is decentralized by

developing suburban malls, people will be drawn away from the heart of the

town. The point is, one decision may impact upon another, and they all influence

social interactions to a greater or lesser extent.

British pubs are prime examples of how a place's physical features and the presence

of people impact one another to create a community's social ambience. Visiting a

modern pub in the heart of a new town where people leave to go home at 5.30 p.m.

feels different from stopping by a 200-year old village pub with small rooms and an

open fire, where the locals sip beer and tell stories late into the night.

The relationship between the design ofany artifact, the way people use it, and how it

both affects and is affected by social norms is complex. (See the discussion of adaptive

structuration in Chapter 4, p. 142.) Software is no exception. And when the software
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is intended to support social interaction, understanding this relationship becomes very

important. A full investigation of the community's needs and user tasks is required.

This is especially important because no two communities are exactly the same, as the

community tours showed in Chapter 2. In addition, how social processes are planned

impacts upon the community, particularly in the early stages of its existence.

Ensuring that communities benefit from good usability and sociability is a primary

goal for online community developers. In order to achieve this goal, they have to

understand the community's needs.

As for any interaction design, developing online communities involves technical

considerations. Unlike most other software, for successful online communities,

sociability is also essential. Consequently, developing online communities can be

challenging because often user populations have not been defined or arc not easily

reachable. Users may be scattered all over the world, live in vastlydifferent cultures,

and use different computer systems. Developers may not even know how many

people will use the system; it could be under a hundred, several thousands, or even

millions.

This chapter discusses the process of community-centered development (CCD). Just as

user-centered design (Norman, 1986) puts the user at the center of the design process,

the aim of community-centered development is to focus on the community.

Community-centered development is participatory. Right from the start, members

of the community work with developers to build the community. Community-

centered development takes an evolutionary view, in that it recognizes that when

software design is complete, the initial social policies are in place, and people start to
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participate in the online community, an evolutionary process has begun, which will

continue over a long period of time. And although most of the developer's role is

complete, development continues after the community has been launched, becauseas

community members get to know each other, the community evolves, shaped by

their activities and social needs.

Overview of the Community-Centered Development Process

A community's life cycle can be thought of in four stages: prebirth, early life,

maturity, and death. Prebirth involves most of the development; during this stage,

software is designed or selected, and initial social policies are planned. The activities

vary according to whether a new community is being developed or an existing one is

being revamped with improved software and new social policies, as in the casestudies

in Chapter 11.

During the early life of the community, the developer's involvement diminishes, but

his or her attention and nurturing is still needed to ensure that the community is

successfully populated. In maturity, many communities function independently,

unless developers see a need for oversight, as in some business communities. Death

ofa community is brought on when members leave and the discussion slows down or

ceases, because it has served its purpose, the number of participants has dropped below

the critical massnecessary for it to function (Chapter 0), or it has become dysfunctional.

The point at which software design is deemed complete and ready for use marks the

start of the community's life. How its members interact and manage the community
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will determine its evolution. A major reason that communities fail is because their

developers assume that once the software is in place their job is done and the com

munity will take care of itself. If they arc lucky this may happen, but often more

long-term help is needed. An initial core community may be created to act as a seed for

the community's growth. The core community's activities encourage others to join

and, like a seeded crystal, the community grows.

MOOs are the exception. A central theme of MOO communities is that members

contribute to the software infrastructure of the community; that is, they build their

own software. In some MOOs, contributions include sophisticated graphical

metaphors for buildings, such as fantasy homes with tropical gardens, swimming

pools, pets, and many others. MOO software development is therefore continuous.

Linux is another interesting exception. Linux, the now-famous operating system,

began in 1991 as the private research project of Finnish computer science student

Linus Torvalds. This amazing project—described as the "impossible" public good

(Kollock, 1998a, p. 230)—has continued to be developed free of charge by the

computer science community and is available on the Internet to anyone who wishes

to use it. This unusual community and its product arc motivated by the compelling

technical problem of building a new, more reliableoperating system and the political

desire for open source code, that provides a strong sense of purpose; thus, both the

software and the community continue to develop.

Needless to say, development varies from community to community. For example,

a Web-based community that is part of a Web site is different from a non-Web

community. Likewise, a community with a strong physical component—such as a
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networked community—is difterent from a virtual community. The social needs of

the community—that is, its sociability—influences how it develops. For example,

as noted, security and trust are particularly important to health and e-commcrcc

communities; and having the capability to comment on articles is important for

digital library and academic communities.

Community-centered development

Community-centered development must focus on the community's needs prior to

making decisions about the technology and social planning. There are two main parts

to the process: software design, or selection and tailoring, and sociability planning.

Usability is concerned with the appropriateness of the software design for commu

nity members' tasks and the community's purpose (Chapter 4). Sociability describes

the appropriateness of the social policies and plans for guiding social interactions

(Chapter 3). lioth are key components of successful online communities, and as

development proceeds they invariably become more closely integrated. As Figure

7.1 indicates, evaluating how well software design and sociability planning meet the

community's needs occurs continuously throughout development. Development

proceeds iteratively, with many develop-and-test cycles, during which community

members provide feedback and participate in the development process.

Community-centered development borrows ideas from user-centered design, con

textual inquiry, and participatory design. User-centered design focuses on users rather

than on technology (Norman, 1986). The concept is well understood in interaction

design, and a range of techniques are available (see for example, Preccc et al., 1994,

2001; Kreitzberg, 1998; Shneiderman, 1998a). User-centered design has been adapted



Community-Centered Development

Support evolving community
(may involve frequently reassessing community needs)

Design usability

e.g. Interaction dialog
Navigation
Registration forms
Feedback

Representations of
users

Message fonn.it
Archives
Support tools,i'u.

<: >

Plan sociability

e.g. Policies for:
Membership
Codes ofconduce

Security
Privacy
Copyright
Free speech
Moderators, etc.

Assess community needs

Figure 7.1 Usability and sociability

\

for a range of systems, including many CSCW (Olson & Olson. 1997). Contextual

inquiry emphasizes the importance oF understanding Che user context. "Staying in

context enables us to gather ongoing experience rather than summary experience.

and concrete data rather than abstract data" (Beyer & Ilolt/hl.iit, 1998, p. 47).

Participatory design (Mumford, 1983; Greenbaum & Kyng, 1991; Muller, 1992;

Schuler & Namioka, 1993) advocates strong user and community participation in

the design process. Users work with developers throughout the process to explore

design ideas and to test and refine the new system. Participatory design lias been used

successfully to develop community networks (Schuler, I'Wd) .mil in the development

of a variety of other online communities (Lazar & Preece. 1999a),

209
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To repeat, community-centered development involves continuous iterative devclop-

and-test cycles. Within this process are five stages, eachof which has parallel activities,

as shown in Figure 7.2:

• Assessing community needs ami analyzing user tasks. This stage involves understand
ing the needs of the Community (e.g., what kind of public and private discussion
spaces are needed) and examining user tasks (e.g., how does the user actually read
or send a message). In order to do both, it is essential to know who will form the
community and what they want to do; that is. determine who is the community
and what is its purpose? In the language ol soltware deign, this is somewhat akin
to requirements analysis, but it focuses on the community's needs.

• Selecting technology and planning sociability. During this stage, the community's
needs either are broadly mapped to generic technologies or new soltware is de
igned. In tliis book, this usually means selecting soltware available via the Internet
and tailoring it to provide usability lor the intended community. Sociability
planning is done in parallel, and policies and social structures are planned.

Community needs assessment and

user t.isk analysis

Welcoming and nurturing Selecting technology .mil

die i ommuniiy planning sociability

Evaluate

W^ii De signing.

Refining and testing implementing and

sociability and usability tes ting prototypes

Figure 7.2 Community-centered development

Adapted from I Ii\ and Hartson, 1W3
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Designing, implementing, and testing prototypes. In this stage, the community's needs
are mapped with the features of possible software and the overall conceptual
design is determined. For example, having identified a particular bulletin
board, it has to be incorporated into the community and linked with Web
pages and other software, as appropriate. Interfaces are developed and sociability

is planned. This stage can involve many small iterations of design-and-test, with
the community in small projects. Large projects with development teams will

have a clear schedule with milestones and deliverables.

Rejining and tuning sociability and usability. This is the stage in which formal, larger-
scale usability and sociability testing is done with the community and problems
are resolved. Further testing may be done to refine specific solutions (e.g.,
perfecting a dialog box, ensuring consistent use of capital letters in a Web site,
or clarifying the readability of membership instructions).

Welcoming and nurturing the community. This stage involves "seeding" the
community and publicizing it, and, later, welcoming and supporting new
members. The community is, ideally, seeded with members who will bring life
to it, thereby tempting others to join. A key question developers must answer at
thisstage is, what will entice people to keepcoming back? Alsoduring this stage,
community and community leaders (e.g., moderators) learn and define their
roles. Community developers also check and monitor hardware and software,
typically setting up a help system to deal with misunderstandings and to support
participants. Nurturing is important not only early in the community's life, but
throughout its existence. Again, communities are dynamic, and change as new
people join and others leave, so ongoing support is necessary.

The development team

Multidisciplinary teams work best for community-centered development, meaning

they typically comprise social psychologists, sociologists, and others attuned to

people's needs. The technical expertise required, for software design and implemen

tation, depends on the size of the project, whether new software is being created or
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existing software is being tailored, or a community shell or template is to be used.

And, because usability and sociability are the central issues of community-centered

design, the team must have testing skills. Involvement of existent and potential

members is also essential.

Team management and goal setting

All project teams, large and small, have to be managed, to ensure that goals are

identified, then met. Large corporate project teams will have their own procedures

and schedules. Small projects will need to identify a team leader to manage the

schedule and ensure that deliverables are ready on time. The following chapters

describe the deliverables from each development stage, and can be used as a basis

for schedule development.

In addition to identifying major milestones—such as the products from each devel

opment stage, or initial, interim, and final project reports and the online community

development associated with each stage—it is often useful for the team to set, short-

term, interim deadlines. This is particularly helpful for usability and sociability test

ing, when involvement of community members is particularly important and expert

reviewers are needed.

Another important aspect of team management is the splitting up of tasks and the

allocation ofresponsibility to appropriate team members. Apart from participating in

brainstorming sessions at the beginning of the project, doing software reviews, and

discussing test results, each team member can work on his or her own tasks. Teamwork

involves consulting and liaising either face to face or via technology. It is neither
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productive nor manageable if the team works together all the time. This division of

labor clearly requires a mix of complementary skills among the team members.

In a typical three-person development team, the following roles must be filled when

developing small online communities, such as those described in Chapter 11:

• A team manager. Responsible for developing the schedule and ensuring that deli
verables including presentations are ready. This person also takes responsibility

for the budget and for writing reports.

• A technical specialist. Responsible for everything concerning software and hard
ware. This person guides software selection, obtains necessary products and
licenses, builds the online community, and ensures that the server is appropriately
managed. This person also hands over the community and software documenta
tion to new community managers at the end of the project and makes sure that
the server and community software will be adequately supported.

• A human-computer interface specialist. Knowledgeable about sociability and
usability. This person is the community advocate. He or she works closely
with community members and encourages the team to be sensitive to their
needs. This person takes responsibility for community needs and task analysis,
plans and runs the user testing and expert reviews (Chapter 10), attends to all
usability issues, and plans sociability. This specialist also continues to monitor the

community after the initial development, to ensure that the community's needs
continue to be met. He or she takes action if they are not.

Whenever possible,a team ofusers isalso identified, usually composed of people who

have a strong interest in the success of the community. They may have a professional

role (e.g., serve as an organization leader) or contribute their time voluntarily (e.g.,

work as a community activist). Working with the community is more effective when

one or two people are identified who will liaise between the community and devel

opers to plan meetings and so on. The more people who can be involved the better,

but at least good contacts arc needed to help organize the logistics.
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Assessing Community Needs and Analyzing User Tasks

The two processes in this stage are the community needs assessment, which enables

developers to determine the main purpose of the community, and user task analysis,

which provides information about the actual tasks involved to ensure participation in

the community.

Assessing community needs

Presumably, each individual in a community believes he or she will benefit from

being part of the community, and so will have preconceived notions about what it

can do for them. Thus, the first thing developers must do is to find out who the users

will be and what they will expect. For example, will the user population be homo

genous, or very mixed in terms of age, gender, culture, knowledge of the topic(s)?

But note, it may not be possible to learn the full extent of the user variation at this

stage or to reach them if they arc widely dispersed. In addition, it is important to

determine the user population's level of experience using the Internet and participat

ing in other online communities. The usability requirements of "newbie" Internet

users will be different from those of more experienced users or, obviously, technical

specialists. Similarly, interfaces for young children and seniors, for example, will have

different requirements. Chapter 4 discussed these issues, and examples ofdemographic

surveys arc included in Chapter 11.

The next step in assessing community needs is to clearly identify the main purpose(s)

of the community that focus its development or redesign. Examples of purposes that

communities have been developed to fulfill include:
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• A school that wanted to improve communication among its busy faculty and
further involve them in the decision-making processes of the administration.

• Anesthesiologists who wanted to share knowledge about new drugs and techni

ques.

• The Quiz Bowl, a college quiz game community that had several online resources

that were scattered, managed by different people, and did not function well.
Players wanted to develop a coherent online community free from commercial

influences, so that they could discuss ideas and plan tournaments.

• Undergraduate students who wanted to be able to exchange information, find
out about courses from those who have taken them, sell used texts, disseminate

information about events, and so on.

• A group of researchers and parents of children with Down Syndrome who
wanted to develop an advocacy group to report research findings, disseminate
information about funding opportunities, and find out about other Down
Syndrome communities.

• Parkinson's disease patients who wanted a place to discuss medical treatments and
coping strategies, and to find understanding and support.

• An e-commerce business that wanted to develop a community to provide better
customer support and entice customers to buy more.

• Distance education students who wanted to make contact with other students

studying the same courses.

• A local physical community composed of a number of neighborhoods that
wanted a network to discuss local affairs, link the neighborhoods, share resources,
and so on.

The developer's role is to gather the information that will lead to a deeper under

standing of the community's needs, taking into consideration many factors. For

example, each of the purposes listed is much more complex than the one- or two-

line description suggests. Social interaction is complex and people's social needs vary

according to their age, culture, education, personality, and so on. Groups also take on
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particular characteristics. There are many waysoffinding out about the community's

needs. Interviews, whether face to face, over the telephone, or via email, and Web-

disseminated or paper-and-pencil questionnaires are two of the most commonly used

techniques for obtaining this information (see the examples in Chapter 11). Initially,

questions focus on the purpose of the community; later, other details arc explored.

Often, it is useful to interview the people who suggested starting an online commu

nity, as well as others who might want to join it. The answers from the two sources

may be quite difterent. For example, the researchers who wanted to develop the

Down Syndrome Online Advocacy Group (DSOAG), were very clear that com

munity members should be able to report and discuss research, whereas parents were

more interested in a support community.

If an online community already exists, there will be a population of users who have

ideas about how to make it work better, as in the case of the online Quiz Bowl

community (see the case study in Chapter 11). If a completely new community is

being developed, it is important to educate the members about the nature of online

communities, so they can participate in its development. Exposing them to other

online communities is a good way of achieving this.

If the online community is to support a physical community, and access to members is

convenient, it may be worth running a focus group. If part of the community can be

reached physically and part via the Internet, as in the Quiz Bowl and DSOAG

communities, a combination of methods for eliciting the needs of both populations

will probably have to be implemented. This latter is a common situation for online

community developers. The developers of Quiz Bowl and DSOAG interviewed
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available users and passed out paper questionnaires to them, but disseminated online

questionnaires to the virtual population.

Understanding the community's needs also involves identifying the main kinds of

activities the online community will engage in. Developers must then analyze how

the tasks inherent to the various activities will be performed. Do the activities require

information dissemination, information exchange, discussion, support, entertain

ment, social chit-chat, or other?

Information dissemination involves sending messages, announcements, pointers
to URLs, articles, and so on to the community. This task may be primarily
unidirectional, meaning that posting is supervised by a central person.

Information exchange means that everyone can send and request information, as in
most discussion groups. For example, the participants ofa usability forum contact
each other for information and help with tricky design issues.

Discussion takes place when people discuss and comment on each other's ideas.

Support involves members of the group exchanging information about problems
and providing empathy and sympathy for each other.

Entertainment includes participants playing games or circulating jokes.

The developers of the DSOAG worked closely with the group that proposed the

community. They also attended meetings of the Down Syndrome community,

talked to as many parents and community leaders as possible, and participated in a

national walk in Washington, DC. Similarly, the Quiz Bowl team met players at

tournaments, where the developers handed out questionnaires, as well as distributing

them online.
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Analyzing user tasks

This process answers the question what kinds of tasks will community participants

undertake? Each of the activities listed in the previous section must be analyzed, as

described in Chapter 4. For example, what exactly docs it mean to disseminate infor

mation or to offer and receive support?

Disseminating information involves sending material to a list of other people, so the

user has to be able to do so cither via an intermediary or by direct access to the list. To

do this, he or she has to type in the messageand send it or forward an existing message

for further circulation.

Offering and receiving support involves reading messages that others have sent and

responding. Reading messages requires access to incoming messages; sending

messages requires the capability to type in a message and post it to another person,

a small group, or the whole community. In addition, it may be useful to be able to

distinguish messages with particular types of content.

In summary, then, participation in most online communities involves activities such

as:

• Joining and leaving the community, which may entail formal registration and
deregistration.

• Receiving and reading messages.

• Composing and sending messages.

• Searching for messages, information, and people in archives.

• Consulting additional sources, such as Web pages and FAQ lists.
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All these activities require knowing how to use the computer system to do the task at

hand. Logically, making sure that these functions are enabled in an intuitive, easy to

master and remember way requires good usability design.

Products resulting from this stage

To better describe typical products resulting from this stage of development, the

following example information was collected before developing an online commu

nity for bird watchers.

• The key needs of the community. The purpose of the community is to inform
members of bird sightings, enable them to exchange experiences, and support
conservation of wild birds. The needs of the community are:

To bring together wild bird enthusiasts for discussion.

To establish a database of sightings.
To provide a bird identification tool.
To uphold the purpose of the community, maintain geniality and stimulate
social interaction.

The tasks that will satisfy these needs (i.e., the information exchange and communication
tasks):

To establish some kind of discussion forum that will support lengthy
comments (e.g., descriptions, explanations, etc.).
To enable adding records to the database and searching it.
To enable bird identification using online information.
To enable discussion with other bird watchers without distractions or the

fear of aggressive comments.

Demography of population:
Members may be all ages, from young children (8 years) to seniors. The
majority arc age 15-55.

Most have high school and college educations.

Two-thirds are male.

Eighty percent are from North America, 15 percent from Europe.
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• User Internet experience level. The current population all have Internet experience,
but the new community will be advertised through the Sierra Club, the World
Wildlife Fund, and leading bird magazines, which will bring new members who
may not have Internet experience.

• Technical constraints that might influence access (e.g., browser type, Internet con
nections, processing power). The population will be very diverse, so versions for
those with low bandwidth and processing power must be available.

Clearly, the information collected during this stage of development will inform the

selection of the technology necessary to support the community. It will also inform

the sociability planning that will guide social interaction in the community. Again,

Chapter 11 provides examples of real cases.

Selecting Technology and Planning Sociability

With the community's needs determined, the next steps are to identify software and to

support the community and start sociability planning. The first issue to consider is

whether communication should be synchronous or asynchronous (Chapter 4). Next,

the basicsoftware components are selected (Chapter 8), which will depend on whether

the community will form part ofa Web site or be free-standing. Selecting technology

involves making initial usability decisions, which will be further refined throughout

development. This is also the time to start planning sociability (Chapter 9).

Software selection and usability

Once they understand the primary needs of the community, developers move on to

deciding how to access the software required to meet those needs. To this end, there

are three ways to go. They are described briefly here and in greater detail in Chapter 8.


