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What is a community?
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people things that matter

Community: three roots (i)



Community: three roots (ii)

1) The General Domain
A community revolves around something. A theme, a knowledge 
domain, a geographic area. The domain is the general thing that 
all members have in common, brings them together. Professionals 
that work on fire safety, nursing staff, neighbours, fans of a band. 
Do we have a binding communality? Can you define one?

2) Things That Matter
These are the things that matter to members currently. To one, 
some, or all of them. It’s what they talk about with other 
members. If there’s nothing to talk about that actually matters to 
members, community will dissolve. There are always multiple 
things that matter, multiple conversations going on. But all within 
the General Domain. Are we talking about things that matter?

3) People
People are the community. The way they perceive being connected 
to the others. The things that are on their minds. Balance is 
important: Is there enough consistency as well as diversity? Are 
groups of people missing? Is the group an echo-chamber?



Community: three roots (iii)

The action is within the plane the three roots create. The fun 
people have, the learning that takes place, the interaction. 

People find each other on the general domain which provides the 
context to feel connected, and interact around things they see 
matter to them, which deepens the mutual connections.

If one of the three is missing, nothing much happens.
Think e.g. of a filled train compartment. Usually people don’t talk 
much. Even though there is a shared domain (the compartment), 
and people are present. Now when the train gets significantly 
delayed, or the heating or lights fail, people will start talking. All of 
a sudden there is something that matters (delay) to them in the 
context of the domain (compartment). Connections form.

What is your domain? Who are the people involved? What matters 
to them, to get them talking?



Community and its aspects
There are around a dozen traits that you will see all healthy living 
and breathing communities have. 

Healthy communities will develop those traits,
But more importantly,
Creating those traits will create healthy community.

People know what a vibrant community feels like. If you create the 
circumstances that create those feelings, people will behave like 
part of a community, and de facto start forming it.

This is true both face-to-face, as well as on-line. Everything that 
follows applies to both settings (and you’ll see why later on).



Roles
There are any number of roles in a community. Opinion leaders, 
facilitators, mediators, connectors, buddies, note-takers, etc.

For the purpose of this document I assume you have the role of 
getting a community going (again), of getting something started.

This does not mean you’re the community leader (even if I use the 
word), that you’re in charge of things. Consider yourself its Main 
Servant.

This document helps you to reflect on the community, and come 
up with interventions to support the community.

To balance giving with getting, so you don’t get drained, you as 
Main Servant should know what value you derive from your role. 
Why does this matter to you? Be open about that to the rest of the 
community.



How to create 
community?

A dozen aspects to watch



Continuously keep an eye on:

• Rhythm

• Evolution

• Perspectives

• Spaces

• Engagement

• Safety and excitement

• Value

All these aspects are mutually connected. You need to address them all.



Particularly important when starting:

• Rhythm (again)

• Being action oriented

• People

• Storytelling

All these aspects are mutually connected. You need to address them all.



Always be:

• Actively inviting

• Reflective

All these aspects are mutually connected. You need to address them all.



Ritme

Rhythm
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1 Rhythm
Rhythm provides predictability and structure to a community. 
Monthly or yearly meet-ups and events for instance, mean that 
everybody knows when it’s possible to reconnect to the group, 
even if they have been absent for a while. In society you see lots 
of rhythms with that role: Christmas, holidays, weekends, morning 
coffees. Rhythm can be created with the frequency of meetings, 
the way roles and tasks are allocated (elections e.g.), or the way 
themes are put up for discussion. 

Create rhythm on multiple levels e.g.:
A yearly event, monthly meet-ups, weekly chats or tasks, daily 
automatic e-mail updates, monthly open invitation lunches. 

Be creative, but set rhythm and stick to it.

Example: The FabLab community in the Netherlands has meet-ups 
(FabTables) every 6 weeks. Always on Wednesdays at 3pm, and 
they always take place, no matter who does or doesn’t show up. 
There’s a yearly conference in August.The European open 
government data network has monthly open conference calls, 
every second Tuesday of the month.



Evolutie

Evolution



2 Evolution

Any community is connected to, and part of existing informal 
networks. Communities evolve in line with the needs of its 
members. So over time the ‘things that matter’ and the people will 
change, as well as the domain. The same is true for the needed 
support roles etc. Evolution is normal, and something to work with 
actively.

This means every community will start small. Not succeeding in 
bringing a first group together face to face? Try e-mail first to get 
people interacting somewhat, and allow them to get to know each 
other that way. Or go out for a drink first with a few people, for 
instance at the fringe of an event where these people are already 
anyway.

Then always keep discussing what the group needs, and act on 
that. Don’t start creating all kinds of semi-formal organisational 
structures, or sets of rules. There’s plenty of time to do that when 
it becomes needed. Doing it earlier is a waste of time and energy, 
and takes momentum away from building the community.



Intern / Extern

Perspectives



3 Perspectives
Every community needs to give space to both internal and external 
perspectives. It’s the internal view point that determines what a 
community does, which things matter. An external perspective 
however can point to alternatives and expose members to new 
ideas. Deliberately bringing in ‘outsiders’ helps avoid isolation and 
echo-chambers or groupthink, and keeps you grounded in the 
reality of your environment.

In practice this means considering if there are others outside the 
community (stakeholders) that you’re not engaging with. Invite 
them once, or more often. Have somebody come in to bring in 
completely different views, to stimulate discussion and exchange 
as well as to inspire. Stay in touch with other (relevant) 
communities about what is happening there so cross-polination 
can occur. 



Spaces



4 Spaces
Within a community different types of exchanges take place. Some 
of these need privacy, some are public, or need to be visible to 
outside the community.

This means different spaces need to be available (both physical as 
well as virtual) for members to interact in. It may be you only dare 
ask a question in a 1 on 1 setting. At another point you want to do 
things for everyone to see. Usually it is somewhere in between, for 
part of the members.

It means it needs to be possible to create those settings. Not only 
have group meetings, but also 1-to-1 settings. Having thematic 
subgroups are also part of this. There may be need for an 
informal/social character, or for a more formal setting. If it is 
possible for each member to see something is happening, it’s not 
necessary for each member to be involved in everything.

In practice you choose the right setting for each individual 
exchange. Face to face, 1-to-1, e-mail, public forum, small 
meetings, shielded forum, etc.



Betrokkenheid

Engagement



5 Engagement
In every group people can be more or less engaged. This 
engagement varies over time as well. For a dynamic community it 
needs to be possible for members to take part at the level of 
engagement that fits their current situation, energy and 
commitment. At the same time these levels of engagement need 
to be in balance with each other. A ‘path’ is needed for people to 
become more engaged if they want, or less engaged if they want 
without being excluded. Levels of engagement and the spaces a 
community has available influence each other.

If someone is only interested in what is generally going on in a 
community, is there a possibility to find that out easily? Are results 
of activities easy to find and look at? If I want to attend a meeting 
or activity, can I quickly find out who to contact?
Can I as an active member quickly find and reach any other 
member? Do I have enough channels for communication at my 
disposal? Will I still feel welcomed if I have been less engaged for 
a while, can I easily reconnect? Will I still be pro-actively informed 
about what’s going on?



Safety and Excitement



6 Safety and Excitement
People need a safe environment to share more personal things, to 
feel comfortable, to feel ‘at home’. At the same time a community 
needs to provide challenges and excitement for participants to be 
captivated and stimulated. Both need to be balanced. In a safe 
environment it is easier to try something new or step out of your 
comfort zone. That’s at the heart of learning. At the same time 
experiencing new things, diverging from the beaten path motivates 
participants to return and actively engage.

Created a safe and trusted environment with social activities, and 
social exchanges. ‘How are you’? Express to each other what is 
important and valuable to you in the community (value!).
Bring excitement by being creative with work formats and spaces 
(!), by bringing in challenging outside perspectives (!), by bringing 
in new themes or challenging cases (things that matter!), next to 
recurring things (rhythm!).



Waarde

Value



7 Value
Always be attuned to what is useful and valuable to members in a 
community. People stay connected if there is relevance (things 
that matter!). Being aware of what is currently important to 
members is a crucial role for community leaders. It allows the 
community to fulfill its own needs, by sticking to things that 
matter, which keeps the community together in turn.

Next to asking each other about what is important to members, 
and how it has been valuable to them in e.g. the past 6 months 
you can stay focussed on providing value by: 

1) Making sure you address things that matter (!) that isn’t 
satisfied or at least not fully elsewhere. (e.g. in my day to day 
work I don’t have time to reflect on certain aspects of my tasks, I 
use communities of professionals to do that) 
2) Making sure you have a mix of members (people!) that contains 
enough variety in opinions, insights and experiences 
(perspectives!)



Particularly important when starting:

• Rhythm (again)

• Being action oriented

• People

• Storytelling

All these aspects are mutually connected. You need to address them all.



Ritme

Rhythm
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1 Rhythm
As mentioned in the earlier slide on rhythm, it provides 
predictability and structure to a community. 

Setting a rhythm is really helpful when you are just starting to 
form a community. Whether it’s a rhythm at a lower or higher level 
doesn’t matter. See it as the drummer counting down before the 
band starts playing: the rhythm is set and other band members 
know when to fall in. 

So right from the start, plan a few activities or points of contact for 
the middle and longer term. That also adds a longer view forward. 
If you are the community organizer/leader set yourself a lower 
level rhythm (weekly e.g.) to address a few community-related 
actions (!).



Actiegericht

Action oriented



8 Action Oriented
Certainly at the start (but also later) it is more important to act 
than to plan. By taking concrete actions (like calling a meeting, 
asking a question, visiting someone, organizing a drink), you start 
setting a rhythm(!), create interaction and connections between 
people(!), while staying close to things that matter(!), creating 
visibility (stories!) and helping members to experience value(!) 
That dynamic brings members closer to each other, but also 
attracts new people from outside and levels of lower engagement
(!). 

Planning is useful when it comes to choosing the right rhythms(!) 
to set, but always make sure it results in concrete actions that can 
be executed within the scope of influence of current members. In 
other words make sure your success as a community is not 
depending on factors in your environment outside your scope.
Choose your actions small, experiment freely. If something doesn’t 
work, you try something else. This variation in actions even helps 
to build excitement(!), while allowing you to determine what is 
valuable(!) or not to you and other members.



People



9 People
Any community starts with a small core group of people. To stay 
energized it is necessary to quickly involve others that are 
interested in the domain(!) and have things that matter(!) to them 
to bring into the interaction. You need a wider network around the 
core group (levels of engagement!) to keep things lively and 
dynamic. The wider network is also needed to find new additions 
to the active core and to pull in a diversity in perspectives and 
experiences. 

Not everybody needs to be engaged the same way, but make sure 
that relevant groups/stakeholders generally know what is going 
on.
Make sure you tell others in your own direct environment what is 
going on in your community, and why that is valuable to you. 
Make sure it is easily recognizable how others can connect to the 
community, or who to contact for more information.
 



Verhalen

MensenStorytelling
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10 Storytelling
It can be hard to ‘measure’ the result of a community. For 
yourself, your environment, or for stakeholders. It can be hard to 
explain why the community is valuable, and how what is going on 
is relevant.

Collecting stories and anecdotes right from the start is very 
helpful. Stories are the ‘raw data’ of your ‘effect measurements’ 
and serve as the glue that connects members. E.g. by sharing a 
story about an insight you gained, or how an exchange helped 
you, you are strengthening ties within the community and your 
engagement.
By sharing those same stories with people outside the community 
they see better how the community is of value to you, and may be 
for themselves. It helps people get how your engagement in the 
community is good for their work with you as well. You can collect 
the ‘biggest’ stories regularly to publish (year books serve that 
role), or even quantify them.

Stories take on different shapes and forms: Anecdotes, reports, 
memo’s, pictures, video fragments, interviews. Be creative, but 
collect stories and share them!



Always be:

• Actively inviting

• Reflective

All these aspects are mutually connected. You need to address them all.



Actief uitnodigend

Actively Inviting
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11 Actively inviting
With everything you do in a community, make sure you project an 
image of openness, and always end with an invitation for others to 
participate. Don’t try to build an exclusive group or elite. Any 
succesful community will be regarded as attractive anyway over 
time. 

Make sure that everybody on every level of engagement(!) can see 
what is going on. Publish results, make a contactperson visible. 
Make members visible (better a group picture than meeting notes)
Have public sessions next to the more closed settings you need 
within the community (spaces!) Even if you don’t want to share 
what went on in a closed session or discussion, do share the 
session/discussion took place. Share a collection of the most 
interesting stories(!) e.g. yearly (rhythm!) and involve people in 
your environment. Do open to all events to attract new faces 
(people! perspectives!). All of this can be done without the need 
for every member to be at all activities, or for every member to be 
involved in the same way.

The continued existence of your community is directly connected 
to being actively inviting. If there is no clear way ‘in’, you will drain 
yourself, as people will always leave and drift away.



Reflective



12 Reflective
Reflection is the engine of your community on all levels.

Make sure therefore to reflect on all mentioned aspects, as well as 
reflecting on the quality of your reflection. On an individual level, 
on the group level, and for the different roles in the community. 
Ask other stakeholders and outsiders as well.

Any member needs to reflect on whether the community is 
addressing things that matter(!) to her. 
The group reflects on whether all needs are fulfilled, the right 
instruments and spaces(!) are available, the rhythm(!) works, 
enough action(!) is taken. In short: all aspects.
Do this regularly (rhythm!)
As community leader or facilitator you do this from the perspective 
of your role. 
The outcome of reflection is further discussion (things that 
matter!) and interventions (action!)
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