
Assessing the Health of Your Online Community – Rich Millington – Notes  

Key Takeaways & Learning Points: 

• Data is a critical component of managing our community 
o We can optimize everything we do by understanding data better – what data to collect 

AND, more importantly, how to use it 
o “Data-driven community management” 

• Outcomes – The whole purpose of building a community is to change behavior in some way 
o You have to decide what behavior you’re going to change to set objectives. Link 

behavior to actions you want members to perform to achieve the outcome. Community 
should achieve objectives faster than any other method 

o Have to get stakeholders involved in mapping how the community helps them. They 
need data and milestones. 

o Set up the systems early – measuring what’s important is difficult, so start from the 
beginning, before you need it. 

o 1) Are members performing the behavior already? 2) Are enough members performing 
the behavior? 

• Lifecycle – The lifecycle of any community is more or less the same (re: graph) 
o Where you are in the lifecycle should dictate the tactics you use, as member need 

changes. 
o For growth, look at data of active members and where members are from 
o Sense of community is highly predictive of ROI and retention later 

• Tactics – Including strategy, growth, content, activities, influence , moderation, user experience, 
internal 

o How do we use data to optimize all of these areas? Rich showed key questions and signs 
of success for each area (what stat to look at). 

o Measuring these outcomes is difficult and takes time, but it saves time in the end. 
• http://getvideos.feverbee.com  
• It’s going to take time to compile the data you need, but once you have it, it optimizes 

everything you do. It’s worth taking the time to gather the data. 

Questions from Audience: 

• How long is the average community lifecycle? How does lifecycle of online communities 
compare to lifecycle of in-person communities? 

o Don’t rush – you’re not ready. Grow slowly to get everything right. 
o It varies, can be much slower or much quicker. 

• On something like Facebook, how do we count contributions? Could just a “like” suffice, or does 
it need to be comments and shares? 

• What are some strategies you have used to continue engagement online after an activity ends? 
• How do you define “useful” knowledge exchange? Can you provide an example? 

http://getvideos.feverbee.com/


o You could tag discussions that you see having a useful knowledge exchange 
o You could use surveys  
o There should be some kind of metrics you can track. If there is useful knowledge 

exchange, what kind of behavior change would you expect to see? 
o Depends on specific objectives and contexts, contact Rich if you need more insight. 

• If you haven’t taken a survey at the start, is it possible to do a retrospective survey and ask 
people to reflect upon what they’ve gained since the start? 

o The problem with any survey is that people lie or don’t remember. I wouldn’t worry 
about it, I would benchmark it today. 

• Are there ways to get a non-contributing or low-contributing member to move into one of the 
higher categories of participation if they’ve been a member for a longer time? 

• How do we quantify the impact on lurkers?  
o If you’re doing a survey of people in your community, the survey should reflect the 

makeup of that community – survey results will only reflect the 10% of really active. 
o Lurkers aren’t really helpful to measuring health of community, but are to the value a 

community has generated 
• How do you determine the optimal time to request data, since change takes time? 

o At least track it once a year and continue every year. 
o Spreadsheet 

• People often say they don’t have time to participate. We look for ways to make it easier and 
more efficient. How do we make the most of people’s time? How can we draw lurkers into 
participation? 

o All communities have members who say they don’t have time. But the truth is, it’s not 
about time. 

o We don’t want to reduce time it takes to participate – it won’t have that much impact. 
The critical thing is people don’t see the value; it’s not a priority to them. They may have 
not had a good response once, they may not see how it will add value to them right 
away, there may not be a good sense of community, etc. 

o Don’t make it easier to participate, but change the perception of that community. 
o Find out what the community will help your members do better, and what do they need 

right now? 
• What are your thoughts on incentives for participation? 

o Psychologically, giving incentives is the worst way to get quality contributions. People 
will participate more for a really short period of time. 

o Punished by Reward [book] 
o Amount of long-term harm is not good 

• In international development, most of our projects have a 5-year lifespan. What techniques 
could we use to extend the life of an online community after the project has ended? 

o Can’t think of a good example. We work with transient communities, but not 
communities with a limited lifespan. It’s unique in some ways, but also shouldn’t end up 
much different from others. 



• How many hours per week should a team of 4 dedicate to curating and managing an online 
community? 

o The more hours you put in, the better outcome you’ll get, but obviously this is a 
challenge. 

o With the hours that you have, how do you use them most effectively? How do you 
prioritize what you need to do, depending on where you are in the lifecycle? Focus on 
the big wins when you have limited time. 

o See and use what works – things that may work really well in one community won’t 
always work in another. 

See questions brought up before Rich’s presentation below: 

- What is a healthy community? What are the different definitions of successful? 
- Is there a way to score online communities? What are the indicators one measures to determine 

community quality/health? How do we set criteria to measure the health of online 
communities? 

- When communities are split among different platforms/media, how do you determine success? 
How does measuring health of your platform vary between platforms? 
- We don’t usually see this. We would compare platforms. Having multiple is not ideal. 

Discussion Highlights: 

• Focus on behavior change in objective-setting for communities – easy to forget. 
• We have to intentionally and strategically demonstrate the value and benefits of a community. 
• More is not necessarily better in a community. 

o Also, participation that doesn’t reflect behavior change isn’t valuable. 
• Facebook likes are good, but not as valuable as comments or shares. 
• Methods of engagement (Nicole Brown): 

o Monthly e-newsletter 
o Linking social media posts and blogs to discussions 
o Ambassador program 

 


