CHAPTER

5]

What Is
Community Focus?

What exactly is community focus, and how does it facilitate expe-
riences in the digital space? To answer these questions, let’s con-
sider what community focus means in the context of physical
spaces, such as in a town hall meeting. In such meetings, people
are focusing on one another: listening, sharing opinions, and dis-
cussing community needs. This type of interaction allows commu-
nity members to voice opinions and concerns, providing a voice
for the community. In this context, we can say community focus is
an emphasis on participants’ ideas, concerns, and interactions.
The town hall meeting is just one example; people obviously
hold many different types of meetings, from religious gather-
ings to departmental business meetings to family reunions. We
tend to think meetings are important. Why is that? Because we
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find conversation important, and meeting together facilitates
conversation.

Conversation inherently facilitates something else, too. It allows us
to interact with members of our community with whom we wouldn't
normally interact or even know. This type of interaction allows us to
feel as if we are participating in the “grand scheme of things.” The
challenge, then, is to usher community into our digital space.

Example from a Public Library

I work at Topeka & Shawnee County Public Library (TSCPL;
www.tscpl.org), a large urban public library in the Midwest. In our
physical space, the library is all about conversation, participation,
sharing, and community. We hold thousands of meetings and
events each year. Our parking lot is almost always packed, with
some people visiting the library for books or web access and oth-
ers visiting to attend a meeting.

The library has turned itself into a physical gathering place.
People come to meet together or to learn something new from a
famous author such as Ray Bradbury, and they come informally to
hang out together at the cafe, the teen space, or around computers.

What'’s going on during these different meetings? Conversations
are taking place: traditional conversations, formal “listen to the
speaker” conversations, and question-and-answer types of con-
versations. There are discussions during breaks and jokes over a
cup of coffee. And, of course, there are reference questions and
requests for help finding information. In all these different types of
interactions, conversation is front and center.

All this conversation and interaction can simply be called par-
ticipation. This includes participation in conversations and partic-
ipation in a meeting or another type of event (e.g., the square
dancing class my kids and wife attended). It even includes partici-
pation by simply being there—it’s all about participation.
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TSCPL is a great example of community focus because it invites
the community in to hold conversations, to interact with staff and
with each other, and to participate. We want to include all these
wonderful community elements in our digital space, too. By the
time you read this sentence, we will have already created Phase 1 of
our fledgling “digital branch.” Or if we haven't, 'm in big trouble :-)

Digital Interaction

In a physical setting, conversation happens when two or more
people interact. Digital conversation is similar. In a digital conver-
sation, some form of digital interaction takes place. There are at
least two basic types of digital interaction: interacting with an
online tool and interacting with a person.

Tool Interaction

When visiting a website, you have to interact with it. You have to click
on the links, examine the site to figure out how the navigation works,
find the Play button to watch a video, and so on. Visiting a website isn't
a passive activity—it’s active, requiring you to actually do something.
That’s the website as a whole. What about the site’s smaller parts
and pieces, such as filling out an online form? You are interacting
with that form. Let’s say you are signing up to join an online dis-
cussion group. Before you get to the actual group, you have to
interact with the tool (the form). For example, you might need to:

Type (interact with the computer to fill out the web form)

Sign up for an account

Understand what the menus and form boxes are for

Know what to put in each text box of the form
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Person Interaction via Commenting

The goal, of course, isn’'t simply to successfully interact with the
web form but to interact with the community that’s behind the
form. In many cases, the digital tools we interact with are
enabling community in the digital space. To understand what I
mean, let’s look at a few simple tools in general terms and then
look at Amazon.com and eBay to see how we use these tools and
sites to enable community, and, therefore, a community-focused
experience.

Comment boxes abound in today’s web world. They're every-
where, from digital versions of the complaint department to blog
comment boxes to feedback mechanisms on social networking
sites such as Flickr and YouTube. Even newspaper stories on global
news sites such as the BBC and CNN now invite reader comment.

Is the goal here to interact with the comment form? Well, yes, in
a basic sense. But the real goal of using these comment boxes is to
enable a new form of community via conversation. In the same
way that people used to be able to talk about a newspaper article
in the barbershop while getting their hair cut, comment boxes now
allow individuals to share thoughts and opinions with anyone
interested in the article or the topic or the video.

There are two huge differences between those barbershop con-
versations and the conversations taking place in digital spaces.
One difference is that in the old days, my comments in the barber-
shop were shared with two or three people—only those within
hearing distance (and who were interested in the conversation).
Now, my conversation starter has the potential to “go global.” The
whole world (well, the world that can connect to the web) can take
part in my conversation.

The second difference is one of longevity. The barbershop con-
versations began and ended in the barbershop. If the topic was
extremely interesting, the conversation might spread to others
outside the shop, but for the most part, the conversation would
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have died when everyone taking part in the discussion left the
building. This has changed in the digital age. The conversation I
take part in when I comment on a news story, for example, theo-
retically never disappears (unless the site disappears or the web-
master deletes the database where my conversation is stored).
Instead, my conversation is saved with the news story, and it can
be accessed by anyone. It can be read today; it can be read (and
commented on) 10 years from now. Theoretically, conversations I
start today in the digital space can outlive me!

The conversation I started in the digital space can also be con-
nected back to me. Comment forms usually include the option to
point back to myself—by linking back to my email, my blog, or
even my Flickr account (the norm in Flickr comments). That
allows people interested in my thoughts to contact me personally
to continue the conversation privately, even if the bulk of the con-
versation has stopped growing.

Tagging Starts Conversation

Tagging, or the process of creating a folksonomy, allows a unique
type of community focus. What is tagging? Emerging web tools and
services allow users to “tag” stuff—to assign a personally relevant
keyword to something, such as blog posts, emails, web links,
videos, or images. This is a way for someone to remember what an
item was and to help them find it later or classify it. These tags also
allow a new form of community-focused experience by way of
community memory.

For example, when the New York subway workers went on strike
(December 20-22, 2005), you could visit Flickr to see a part of the
story you didn't get to see through traditional media. Traditional
media told you what the strike was about, why it was happening,
and what that meant for the daily commute to work. But Flickr told
the story visually through images of closed subway stations, people
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walking across bridges to work, and signs in shop windows com-
miserating with fellow New Yorkers.

These visual stories of people’s travel to work were told through
the actual photos and were found and collected via the tags peo-
ple assigned to those photos. That week, Flickr’s hot tags and most
popular tags included nyctransitstrike, transitstrike2005, and
transitstrike. These tags created a viewable digital memory that
was both findable and sharable. This is an important aspect of
digital community: the ability to share experiences with others
who are going through the same thing or who may be interested
in the situation.

Mashing Up Digital Conversations

Mashups provide the same type of “extra awarded” experience and
participation that tagging and commenting provide. Here’s an
example to get us started. Google Maps is an intuitive, useful
online map application. Another site can create a database of area
gas stations with current gas prices and put that database on the
web—another helpful tool. But when those two tools, the gas sta-
tion database and the map application, are combined, something
special can happen. In this case, we suddenly have a visual map of
the least expensive local gas stations that gets updated by mem-
bers of the local community. That’s a mashup.

Our gas prices mashup has created a special digital form of
community experience: Through sharing, individuals are working
together to cope with high gas prices. Mashups, in other words,
can help organize the community in the physical space by allow-
ing interaction in the digital space.

These examples (commenting, tagging, and creating mashups)
facilitate participation in the digital space via conversation. This con-
versation—this participation and interaction—is the ticket to a com-
munity focus in digital experience. Participation and interaction
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connect you to others, thus changing the experience from one of

simply interacting with a tool to using the tool to interact with and

connect with people.

Amazon.com’s Community-Focused Experience

Let’s look at another example of community-focused digital expe-

rience. Amazon.com has a cool tool that allows anyone to provide

a product review and also allows users to rate those reviews,

which started with the bookstore (every book can be reviewed by
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any customer). This ability provides customers with a powerful
voice that may affect the purchases of other customers.

While reading one review can be interesting (depending on the
source), the ability to read 100 reviews of a single book is what
really turns these reviews into a community-focused experience.
Reading numerous book reviews provides a glimpse into what the
majority of readers think of the book. When an unfamiliar author
writes a book that sounds interesting, you can find that book on
Amazon.com and read what other people thought of it, a feature I
find more useful than the book’s marketing copy and one that
allows me to form a more knowledgeable opinion. Having quick
access to these customer-created book reviews allows you to tap
into the collective wisdom of Amazon.com’s reading community to
see whether you might like the book. That’s a powerful ability that
didn’t exist before the web.

But you don’t have to stop there. You can also rate each review.
This gives you the opportunity to point out the extreme reviews—
either positive or negative. This customer review process ulti-
mately allows for better information gathering because you can
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find good reviews and good reviewers. It also lets you gather more
levels of information: information about the book, information in
the reviews, other reviewers’ opinions of the review, and informa-
tion on the reviewers themselves.

This deeper level of digging through reviews and reviewers pro-
vides an amazing digital experience—one of interaction and par-
ticipation. It provides multiple doors of entry into the digital
community:

* You can be passive and simply read the reviews. Here, you
are passively participating in digital community simply by
showing up, much like the crowd at a baseball game.

* You can go one further and rate a review. From here, all
participation is active.

* You can read the book and then write your own review.

Participation

While Chapter 6 is devoted to participation, it also needs to be
mentioned here because participation is extremely important in
providing experience in a community-focused digital space.
Participation is about getting beyond the tool to the thing you
want to do. When filling out a comment box, the user’s goal isn't to
successfully type words in the box and find and press the Send key.
(Of course, that’s certainly one small goal in the whole process, so
you do want your form to be usable.) The big goal when filling out
a comment form is to actually participate in a discussion. The rea-
son people enter text in that comment box is because the thing
they just read or watched made them think. Maybe it got their dan-
der up, or they thought it was the most amazing thing they ever
read. They want to add their thoughts to the mix: to participate. By
having a comment box, you are inviting people to participate, in
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essence telling them, “I want you to add your thoughts. I want you
to continue the conversation.”

Ann Arbor (MI) District Library’s website (www.aadl.org) uses
the Drupal open source content management system, which
allows visitors to comment on most pages of the site. In fact, it
effectively turns most of the website into blogs, one of which is the
library director’s blog.

One day, the library director posted on what I would consider a
ho-hum topic: a request for proposal (RFP) for a library building, a
“we’re going out for a bid” post. She received, when I last checked,
29 comments on that blog post—a post talking about a building
plan on a library director’s blog. That’s just amazing. The system
allowed community members to add their thoughts to the original
post, in effect allowing the community to hold a conversation
about the building project. It gave the commenters a voice.

Placing the post on the website, allowing people to subscribe to
it via RSS, and allowing community members to add their
thoughts via commenting helps make the library much more open
and transparent to the general public than before.

Commenting opens up a new model for communication. Think
about it: In the old, pre-web world, how did this RFP information
reach the library’s community? The library director would proba-
bly have written a couple paragraphs about the RFP, and then she
would have sent that document to her marketing department.
Marketing would have turned that document into a press release
and sent it to the local media. Then, if it was a slow news day,
maybe the local newspaper would have printed the press release in
the community section of the newspaper.

That’s how you, a library customer, might have discovered the
information. How would you have responded and participated if
you wanted to share your thoughts? You might have written or
called the library—but honestly, not many people would. You
might have sent in an editorial to the newspaper, which would
then be edited for length and included in the editorial section (but
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only if there were enough room and only if the editor thought your
comment was worthy of being included).

The new model trumps the old. You can now instantly add your
thoughts to the conversation without much work or crossing of fin-
gers. Simply visit a particular page, type in the comment box, and
press the Send button: Your thoughts are added to the discussion.

Furthermore, your thoughts can receive immediate feedback,
instead of the weeks required in the old model (and that’s only if
your letter to the editor was published). Participating digitally pro-
vides a wonderful way to connect to your community. It provides
the sense of purpose and closeness of a town hall meeting, if you
will—one that you can attend anytime, even at 2 AM.
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Twitter and Community

One of the newer participatory Web 2.0 tools is the microblogging
site Twitter (www.twitter.com). Twitter users can post comments or
thoughts (up to 140 characters), sort of like sending an SMS (Short
Message Service, which allows mobile device users to send and
receive short text-based messages). The difference is that others can
subscribe to your Twitter “Tweets.” So Twitter’s model is more of a
bloglike, one-to-many, sharing model of communication rather
than the one-to-one mode used in SMS messaging.
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Robert Scoble, a popular technology blogger, writer, and video-
grapher, has a Twitter account. He announced on his blog that he
was playing with Twitter and quickly amassed more than 4,000
Twitter followers. He was able to use his large Twitter following in
some interesting ways. He has, of course, done the usual Twitter
thing, telling everyone what he was doing (e.g., “I'm eating lunch
with my kid.”). But he has also used Twitter as a community brain,
which has been fascinating to watch. He has asked his 4,000
Twitter readers questions and received instant feedback. He has
been able to get a snapshot of the thinking of techie colleagues
simply by posting a quick question and having potentially 4,000
immediate responses. Using Twitter in this way provided a great
level of participation in the digital community created around
Scoble’s Twitter account and provided Scoble with an amazing dig-
ital experience—one of connecting and interacting with many.

Digital Experience

What are the types of digital experience to be had when one
focuses on community? There are many, including the following:

¢ Real conversations
¢ Telling your personal stories

¢ Continuing the story

Real conversations take place in digital spaces. This can happen
in a variety of ways, including commenting on blogs and other
areas of a website, or through services such as instant messaging
(IM) or microblogging sites such as Twitter. An online forum acces-
sible to both site developers and customers is another way to hold
conversations.
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The goal, and sometimes the challenge, of conversation in
digital spaces is to allow your customers to connect with you
and with others. Connecting with the developer or the organi-
zation is important. Your customers want to interact with you.
They want to know more about a product or a service. They
want to have input on new website features, and they want to
feel as if they know you and your product. They want to connect
with you!

They also want to connect with each other. Company-produced
product information is good, but what your customers really want
to know is how 100 other customers have been using your prod-
uct or service. They want to hear from “real people” what works,
what doesn’t, and how to get around that really odd usability issue
that the developers simply didn’t notice (and are now working
furiously to correct). Amazon.com customer reviews are a great
example of this and are a popular service for all of Amazon.com’s
many products.

Another digital experience provided is one of telling your per-
sonal stories. Michael Stephens, a library and information science
professor at Dominican University, in River Forest, Illinois, really
understands the power of story: “One way for libraries to promote
their value and relevance is to tell the library’s story every chance
you get. Beyond daunting columns of statistics, users—and staff—
might benefit from a story about how the library helped its users
today. Ponder a staff exchange where internal stories can be told
via a wiki or Weblog. You may find a lot of answers to the question:
Why are we doing this?”!

What'’s so important about telling stories? Well, people want to
know the history of your service and your company. They want to
know why you developed it. They want to know who you are: what
your credentials are, what else you've developed, whether you like
using the product, and what shortcuts you take when using it. And
they want to know all these things about others in the community;,
too. This helps connect people to one other—that community thing
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again. Statistics and numbers can show the same information, but
stories are more memorable and will connect with a majority of
your users much faster than mere sales figures do. That’s why busi-
nesses use testimonials.

But people also want to participate in the story. They want to
feel as if they are part of the story, as if they are the next chapter.
This happens currently in Second Life (www.secondlife.com), a
virtual world that allows people to participate in the story by build-
ing their mansion, changing their character’s appearance, or join-
ing a digital community and helping create that community. And
your organization’s presence in Second Life allows you to be part of
your potential customer’s story.

Flickr also allows you to participate visually in the story.
Remember the New York subway strike I mentioned earlier?
Everyone who took pictures and tagged them participated in the
story of the strike and told a snippet of the story of their life—they
told their personal story of dealing with the strike by documenting
their walk to work. Combined, those contributions told a unique
group story made up of unique individual stories.

People want to continue the story. The people affected by
Hurricane Katrina had one story to tell: the actual hurricane and
the immediate aftermath. But then that story continued: when
they revisited their houses, when they received a FEMA trailer to
live in, when they were able to rebuild their houses—even now,
some have yet to reach that chapter of their story. And others can
add to the story, too. I did, in fact, when I traveled with my kids
and others from our church to the Mississippi coast a year after
the hurricane to help with cleanup. So, even though I wasn’t
directly affected by the hurricane, I was able to tell my story in
photos on Flickr showing the people I met, how the devastated
coast looked, and how many houses remained unlivable a year
later. I was able to add to the continuing Hurricane Katrina story.
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