ONLINE COMMUNITIES:
FOR RESEARCH AND ENGAGEMENT
Building a valuable social and digital engagement tool
for any budget

INTRODUCTION
In this paper we will inform and share with you our experience of online communities as a tool for research and
engagement. We will focus on how to make an online community a success, why they are such a valuable
research and engagement tool for any budget, and why especially in this phase of limited contact online
communities provide a platform to bring your physical community online.

WHAT IS AN ONLINE COMMUNITY?
At the heart of it, an online community is a method of social and digital engagement; it offers a branded membersonly online space in which to directly engage ‘in the moment’ with a desired audience – your customers,
stakeholders, patients or employees.
A community provides a research and engagement tool which can support and complement your existing
research programme, and so differs from platforms like Teams, Facebook groups or LinkedIn which are tools for
communication. Thus, the true value of a community lies in the insight you can gather from it, and the two-way
feedback loops you can build with your audience.

WHY NOW?
When physical face to face engagement with your target audience is not an option, the obvious answer is to move
it online – Explain’s online communities offer an adaptable solution in the current climate. It is more crucial than
ever to give your customers, stakeholders, and employees an opportunity to tell you what is important to them.
An online community provides a cost-effective platform to engage and gain insight.
This insight is then used to support business planning or in meeting your strategic objectives. An online
community is not just for a global pandemic, it can add value to your research and engagement programme now,
and for the long term, as an agile resource to tap into. The flexible nature of the platform allows for engagement in
any number of ways, whether via traditional asynchronous activity or live discussions and online co-creative
sprints, so you can gain insight and demonstrate innovation.
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BRINGING TOGETHER, SHARING & BEST
PRACTICE
In May this year, Explain virtually brought together
nine organisations, who were also online community
clients to share best practice and to explore the
perfect ingredients to make an online community a
success. The virtual group included clients with
customer, employee and stakeholder online
communities. The session lasted over two hours and
was split into two sections, facilitated, and hosted by
Explain.

Existing community clients came together to learn from each
other
Objectives of the session were

1

Share best practice from across the industry

2

Share best practice between our clients

3

Provide inspiration for clients to fuel their own community strategies
with their Explain project management team

4

Feed our communities development road map with new ideas

FIRST SESSION
The first part of the virtual conference included discussions, case studies and presentations on the components of
a successful online community, these areas included:

Recruitment

KPIs

Content

Partnership
working
Culture

Rewards

Moderation

SECOND SESSION
The second section involved exploring the Explain community development plans for the year ahead, with voting
and discussions on development areas to take forward.
The virtual meeting was interactive, the aim being to bring sectors together to share their thoughts, successes, and
challenges, to be inclusive and to allow for open discussion.
In this paper we will share with you the best practice principles, key take away points, live examples, and case
studies on how to make your online community a success.

COMPONENTS OF A SUCCESSFULL ONLINE
COMMUNITY
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CONTENT
Content is king
Quarterly strategic planning with a weekly content plan
means that there is the perfect mix of strategic and
reactive content

Interesting & meaningful content
Use a range of content from big industry topics to
localised or seasonal fun

Range of formats
Think about the content and the best way to translate it,
include a range of formats discussions, polls, surveys,
video, imagery, games

Consider sub groups
Mini projects amongst sub groups with subjects
tailored to the group members e.g. tasks, diaries

Inspire creativity
Get community members to provide examples, ask for
drawings, and get creative in their responses

Content should be weekly, moderation daily, and always
5
close the loop to make engagement
meaningful

REWARDS
Utilise a range of rewards; community members will have different motivations
Rewards could include; intrinsic motivators, personal rewards, or community rewards
Intrinsic motivtors

Personal rewards

Community rewards

Praise

Monetary incentives

e.g. comment of the month

e.g. £10 top 10 contributors

Identify shared value

Gamification increases community member engagement; our community platform has
bespoke gamification rewards tools
Sharing is caring; tell members the value they are providing

We shared our new bespoke customised email system developed for
clients
to directly contact community members and for use in
Close the loop; tell members the actions you have taken with the insight they provided
recruiting new members.
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REWARDS- CASE STUDY
South Staffs Water and Cambridge Water Online Communities
South Staffs Water and Cambridge Water engage with their customers via their online
communities, encouraging participation with a varied monthly incentive programme. Alongside
these incentives they also ensure that they close the loop, a way of appealing to members' intrinsic
motivations.

Closing the loop...
...demonstrating you've heard your
members and how you have

You told us...
We asked you...
What topics you want to talk
about on the community in
the coming months?

You'd like to talk about a
range of topics - including
how to save water, water
quality, environmental issues
and social responsibilities

considered their views and acted on
them

"You said, we did"

We took action by...
Creating a series of topics for 2020 that cover the
areas you have told us you want to hear about
We'll keep in touch regularly to make sure what
we post is of interest to you

Examples of South Staffs Water
and Cambridge Water closing the
loop include...
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...videos from the team at South Staffs
Water posted to thank members for their
contributions
...infographics summarising member
feedback and the actions that SSC have
taken on the back of it

RECRUITMENT
The best recruitment strategy is always 'on'

Recruitment is not just about member numbers but also to refresh natural attrition

It should be multi-channel and tailored to member segments

Recruitment channels could include; social media, existing comms channels or research
programmes

Define your recruitment KPIs and strategy, decide on
recruitment channels and ensure the strategy is always ‘on’

We shared our new bespoke customised email system developed for
clients to directly contact community members and for use in
recruiting new members.
5 with an average of 10% - above average for
Click through rates have been as high as 51%,
the industry

RECRUITMENT - CASE STUDY
UK Power Networks Priority Services Customers Online Community
UK Power Networks has an online community to specifically engage with, their Priority Services Register
customers and their representatives. Priority Services Register customers are those who require extra support if
they experience a power cut.
Email recruitment takes place on a regular basis using the latest customer details. UK Power Networks also
promotes the community on the website and in welcome letters.
A breakdown of recruitment activity and the results can be seen below, with increases in member numbers
directly related to the amount of recruitment that takes place in each month.

No emails 30,000

830

19%
13%

484

Apr

13%

930

15%

No emails 1,600

15%

16%

750

18,70

16

12

580

593

603

May

Jun

Jul

15,100 No emails No emails 7,500

19%

16%
11%

112

18,700

16%
11%

10%

48

49

52

5%
7

13

25

13

5

616

621

668

715

767

774

787

812

603

Aug

Sep

Oct

Nov

Dec

Jan

feb

Mar

Apr

Total number of members

Number of new members
Emails sent
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MODERATION
Be present, but find a balance

Moderation supports two-way engagement; the role of the
moderator is to be present and build rapport

Moderators should be real; show your own personality

A moderator should let conversation between members flow
naturally and provide the space to allow that to happen

EMBEDDING THE COMMUNITY
We work with you to embed the community in your organisation;
this should be from Board level through to the team on the ground

As a community ambassador you must always wear your
community ‘hat’

Create buy-in across your organisation; showcase summaries,
webinars to teams, presentations to leadership teams

Always be thinking online community when working in and on
the business, what is the latest news, what can be shared,
what is important to report back to colleagues

EMBEDDING - CASE STUDY
NS&I’s (National Savings and Investments) Customers Online Community
NS&I (National Savings and Investments) have a customer online community to engage with a range of customers to
support NS&I’s products and services, and better understand customer experiences and perceptions, with member
feedback supporting the development of marketing and products across the business.
The NS&I team have a clear strategy to embed the Community at all levels across departments, which started with an
introduction to the Community where a face to face dissemination session at NS&I's London/NS&I's main offices was
held, providing an introduction to Explain and the NS&I Community – highlighting key features & benefits. Alongside this
Explain host a monthly ‘showcase’ webinar to share and embed the value of the Community internally with NS&I.
Directors and other team members, across departments, join the showcase. It’s an opportunity to review results, ask
questions and engage on future content ideas. In addition, the NS&I team have created articles and promoted the
Community on their internal intranet to enhance engagement.

ACTIVITY METRICS

Total number
of members

Members
completed
profiling

1774

1495

Members
logging in

477

LAUNCH ACTIVITY

November 2018 - January 2019

Members
starting
discussions

Members
taking part in
discussions

Members
voting on polls

Members
agreeing /
disagreeing

91

231

621

762
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KEY PERFORMANCE INDICATORS
Be clear on your key perfomance indicators (KPI) from the outset
get buy in from your organisation – ask them what is important to
them

Keep it simple; focus on outputs

KPI examples could include; member numbers, logins that month,
levels of participation

Be clear what you would like to report on at the start, what is
important to your organisation and set the KPI’s to track your
progress

SUMMARY
The virtual best practice event gave clients the time to think specifically about their own community, revisit their
objectives, learn from, and share their experiences from other organisations in different sectors. The underlying
principle of engagement is universal, and the openness to learn, share, ask questions and have open discussion
made the event a success.
In collaboration with clients we have an ongoing development plan, at the session we agreed on the areas of
development and roadmap for the online community for 2020/21.
All clients will have a one to one follow up with their Explain project management team to create an action plan,
specifically to meet their needs for the year ahead.

5,000

65%

88%

2,000

100
Our community engagement
has been as high as 65% on
communities compared to
the industry average of 10%

Our community log in rate
has been as high as 88% on
communities compared to
the industry average of 10%
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Our communities range from
100 to over 5,000 members
but we concentrate on the
quality of engagement

"The session was broken down by the key elements of a good
online community. It was useful to use examples from other
companies"
"The case studies and sharing best practices was very helpful.
It was also great to hear more3 about the new community
features"

KEY POINTS
1

Content should be weekly, moderation daily, and always close the
loop to make engagement meaningful

2

Define your recruitment KPIs and strategy, decide on recruitment
channels and ensure the strategy is always ‘on’

3

Do not assume it’s a one size fits all, make rewards bespoke to the
member

4

A moderator should let conversation between members flow naturally
and provide the space to allow that to happen

5

Always be thinking online community when working in and on the
business, what is the latest news, what can be shared, what is
important to report back to colleagues

6

Be clear what you would like to report on at the start, what is
important to your organisation and set the KPIs to track your
progress

WHY EXPLAIN?
Explain have specilaised in and led the way on online communities as a tool for research and engagement over
the last decade. All of our communities, whether ‘pop up’ or long-standing, are built on a system bespoke to
Explain that allows flexibility and the ability to add features to the ‘standard’ community platform at a later date if
the project evolves. The key features of our community platform include:

Since the launch of our first bespoke community platform in 2010 we have continued to evolve and learn, with
multiple iterations of our platform to keep up to date with new technologies and apply our learnings as
researchers across sectors. Our experience, collaborative approach and genuine desire to deliver insight means
we have built and continue to develop our community platform to ensure it is best in class.

For further information on how an online community will deliver value to your
organisation contact:
Holly Shiel-Redfern
holly.shiel-redfern@explainresearch.co.uk
0191 2615261

WHAT OUR CLIENTS SAY...
“We first launched our online community in 2017, as a platform for ongoing
engagement with our domestic customers across the supply area. We have established
a membership with a mixed representation of demographics and interests, and now
have a core membership with regular weekly content.
Our community is vital for informing our decisions, as an example, to inform the
redesign of our customer website, we used our online community to share our website
design concepts and gather customer feedback.
Explain created a ‘mini series’ of content for the community which ran over three
weeks, sharing our design concepts through a survey to gather a quantitative
measurement of which concept members preferred and following up with discussions
to gain further understanding as to what customers liked/disliked about our website
design, which included probing for examples of other websites and features for design
and navigation.
The feedback gathered through the community was extremely helpful and directly led
to our new and approved website design. We were able to share our updated design
with the community to ‘close the loop’ and show the impact their feedback had on our
actions.”

Cat Holland, Head of Communications

WHAT OUR CLIENTS SAY...
“Explain’s online community best practice sharing session was one of the best virtual
events I’ve attended since lockdown. The team were really well prepared, friendly and
engaging throughout.
The event was a great balance of information sharing and Q&A. I would recommend
attending one of Explain’s workshops to anyone in the insight community.
I’ve worked with Explain for over five years and have been very impressed with their
response to lockdown.
As clients we have continued to receive the personalised and responsive service Explain
have always offered – something we’ve really appreciated during this difficult time.”

Lucy Denham
Regulatory Engagement & Customer Research Manager

www.explainresearch.co.uk
info@explainresearch.co.uk
@explainMR
48 Leazes Park Road
Newcastle upon Tyne
NE1 4PG
0191 261 5261

