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747 million people, age 
15+, used the Internet 
worldwide in January 2007, 
a 10% increase versus 
January 2006 

 
comScore Networks, 2007 

Introduction 

The Web 2.0 world is changing the way organizations engage with customers, partners and other 

targeted audiences. In this new age, mass communication no longer works. New technologies 

place content creation and distribution in the hands of individuals. And this user generated content 

is actively influencing the perception and preference of brands.  

 

To remain competitive, your organization needs to nurture meaningful interactions with your target 

audiences that deliver true value. Enterprise online communities offer your organization the ability 

to deliver these meaningful and relevant experiences to your target audience and stronger 

business results to your organization. 

 

Ramius, a leading provider of online community solutions for enterprise, has created this guide to 

outline a best practices approach to community building. This document covers: 

 
 What is an online community? 

 How can you plan a successful online community? 

 How can my organization benefit? 

 How can Ramius help? 

 
First — What Is an Online Community? 
At its most basic level, an online community is a form of group interaction conducted via the 

Internet and supported by a software platform. How does this community form? Based on our 

experience, the "build it and they will come" approach for online communities rarely works. And if it 

does, any success is often short-lived. 

 

The most successful, sustainable online communities are created with a specific purpose, are 

designed around member needs and are proactively managed and nurtured.  

 

At Ramius, we define a "purpose-driven online community" as: 

 

an interactive online environment that connects and engages a targeted audience around 
shared activities and information to achieve a specific objective or outcome. 

 

For such a community to thrive, it must deliver real value to your audience that keeps them 

wanting to come back.  

 

Examples of purpose-driven online communities include:  

 

 Customer Suppport Communities — a virtual environment where customers can receive 

product and services support from corporate subject matter experts as well as from each 
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Sense of Community 

 Feeling of membership 

 Feeling of influence 

 Integration and fulfill-
ment of needs 

 Shared emotional con-
nection 

McMillan & Chavis, 1986 

other 

 

 Voice of Customer Communities — a vehicle to harness customer feedback and 

experiences through direct and open, two-way dialogue with your customer base 

 

 Partner Networks — a private, secure network of communities for you and your partners to 

manage, promote and sell products or services and build new business opportunities 

 

 "Centers of Excellence" or Communities of Practice — a peer-to-peer networking 

environment where members can share best practices, experiences and solutions around a 

common interest or issue 

 

 Collaborative Business Processes — applying community platforms to support repeatable 

business processes, such as workflow or directory systems, that require input from multiple 

stakeholders; examples include accreditation applications, partner directories, partner-to-

partner sales cycle management , reference programs and project lifecycle management 

 

No matter what kind of enterprise online community your organization is interested in supporting, 

there are certain elements required to encourage adoption and continual use. 

 

How Can You Plan a Successful Online Community? 

To ensure success, your online community initiative should follow these criteria: 

 

1. Define a clear objective or purpose for your online community. This purpose must deliver 

unique and tangible value to your audience (e.g. customer support, networking opportunities, 

information source, etc) that gives them a reason to join and keep coming back. Incorporate 

your objective into a community launch and adoption plan to further develop the community’s 

value. Ramius’ Professional Services team offers community strategy services you can use to 

effectively plan and design a successful community. 

 

2. Align your community initiative to the business drivers and goals of your organization. 
For example, will your community support an existing customer or partner program, service or 

business initiative? Ramius can help you create a detailed community blueprint to define 

business requirements, conceptual design, key measures of success (ROI metrics) and user 

adoption strategies. 

 

3. Identify a target audience of participants. You should identify both external and internal 

participants. What will be the role of your organization and target audience in building the 

community? Which departments will contribute subject expertise and/or moderate the 

community?  
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4. Dedicate a team to manage the community, including budget and project strategy. 

Assigning responsibility of the community to a dedicated team ensures the day-to-day 

operations of your community are managed effectively. It is also important to identify an 

executive to champion your community. Unless there is buy-in from senior management, it 

may be difficult to sustain internal resources for your community. 

 

5. Identify what you anticipate participants will do in the community. Think back to your 

objective for the community and its purpose. How will tools and features of the community 

platform be used to support participation in the community? To develop a sense of community 

ownership, provide your audience with tools that allow them to easily create and share 

content. 

 

Also important is setting guidelines for community behavior and misconduct.  Ensure these 

guidelines are well understood by your target audience and your organization.  Doing so will 

encourage adoption and community longevity.  Ramius’s Professional Services team can 

work with you to define interface layout, customizations, user roles, permissions, etc to 

encourage the participant interaction you want to support. 

 

6. Reward participants who champion the community. Identify how you will reward or 

recognize members who take on leadership roles in the community. These “community 

ambassadors” become a trusted source of information in the community and should be 

recognized, for example, through an elevated member status. Our Professional Services 

team can help you to identify the right rewards system for your community initiative. 

 

7. Provide expert guidance, support and facilitation when needed. You must first start out 

by modeling the expected behavior of your target audience and then actively monitor, 

participate and respond to community activities to encourage adoption. Our Professional 

Services team can assist with community management training and moderation techniques. 

 

8. Map community ROI upfront. ROI is an important measure of the value received from the 

community by your audience and your organization. Ensure your launch plan includes a 

definition of success and corresponding metrics. Ask yourself, what will success look like? 

What community metrics do you need to track in order to measure success? Our Professional 

Services team can help you to identify the right metrics for your community initiative. 

 

9. Encourage adoption and participation. Promote your community in areas visible to your 

target audience including: your Web site or portal, e-mail newsletters and announcements, 

even company e-mail signatures. Ramius can help you create an integrated communications 

plan to fully promote your community across all marketing channels. 

 

Customers report good 
experiences in forums 
more than twice as often 
as they do via calls or 
mail 

 
Jupiter, 2006 
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Cost per interaction in 
customer support averages 
$12 via the contact center 
versus $0.25 via self-
service options  

 
Forrester, 2006 

10. Be prepared to measure, monitor and adapt to community outcomes. Be ready to 

respond to activities and feedback provided by your target audience. Map out a process for 

how your organization will respond to community outcomes, including response times and 

staff roles. If needed, our team can provide ongoing operational and business strategy 

support to evolve and grow your online community. 

 
How Can My Organization Benefit? 

With the right approach, purpose-driven communities can lead to significant competitive 

advantages for your organization: 

 

 Humanize your brand through open, two-way dialogue with your target audience 

 

 Obtain direct, immediate feedback on your products and services 

 

 Provide a channel to deliver information and services to your customers, partners or other 

valued audience 

 

 Enable your target audience to interact, share best practices and create original content 

 

 Elevate your brand by identifying and rewarding community participants who help to grow and 

nurture the community 

 

 Extend product reach and open new market opportunities 

 

 Improve operational efficiency to maintain a competitive edge 

 

 Foster innovation through team collaboration 

 

 Formally capture industry-leading expertise, knowledge and intellectual property (IP) 

 

How Can Ramius Help? 
At the start of any online community there will be inertia to overcome. You need a flexible 

community platform and a well thought-out strategy to ensure long-term success.  

 

With CommunityZero® software from Ramius®, your organization can build secure, scalable 

online communities to engage your target audience and improve business performance. 

 

Offered as a hosted service and validated by more than 2-million users, CommunityZero easily 

scales to support multiple communities with thousands of users. This means you can be confident 

your communities can grow to meet your user's needs and your business needs. 

 

56% percent of online 

community members log  

in once a day or more 

Annenberg, 2007 
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Using Ramius' Online Collaboration Methodology (OCM), our Professional Services team can 

help you to identify the elements and activities that drive adoption and community success. 

 

Developed exclusively by Ramius, the OCM is a structured framework to plan, design, implement 

and manage online communities. This approach to community building is founded on years of 

experience and industry best practices. 

 
The Ramius OCM offers you: 
 
 A collaborative approach to plan, design and implement the online community 

 

 A strategy for growing adoption among the target user base that translates into clear roles 

and responsibilities for your organization, community participants and our services team 

 

 Guidance on building a communication plan to gain internal and external awareness and 

acceptance 

 

 A compelling approach to recognize and report Return on Investment (ROI) for the community 

based on user experience and success while being meaningfully linked to corporate 

objectives 

 

 An approach that deploys an online solution to users quickly and that minimizes 

implementation risk 

 

 Participation of target community members through a user Steering Committee or Advisory 

Council in the design and implementation process 

 

 The potential for ongoing operational and business strategy support to evolve and grow your 

online community 

 

At Ramius, we are dedicated to helping our clients succeed in their online community 
initiatives. 
 
Our enterprise community solutions currently support engagement strategies and workflow 
processes for business-to-consumer (B2C) and business-to-business (B2B) companies, 
associations and non-profits.  
 

Ramius can help you build communities that work. To find out more, contact us. 

Community users spend 
54% more than non-
community users 

 
eBay, 2006 


