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Dimson, Hiatt, and O’Connor 

Introduction

Background


An overall consensus concerning the definition of community networks is that, no formal definition exits.  In the sense that a community network is a computer-related, community-oriented endeavor, many cite the Freenets as the first community networks.  The Freenets were organizations, mostly established in the early and mid 90’s, that aimed to provide cheap internet access and computer training to as many people possible.


That model of a community network – of having the goal of increasing access to the Internet – has in the last several years become greatly obsolete.  Community network activist Frank Odasz notes that commercial Internet Service Providers (ISPs) have outcompeted the mostly nonprofit Freenets.  Many of the Freenets were forced to shut down because of insurmountable financial difficulties, such as the 20 year-old Boston Computer Society that shut down in 1996 with 18,000 members still on board (Boston Globe).  While displaying a terrific early commitment towards localism and volunteerism (Miller), most of the Freenets, for a variety of reasons, weren’t able to expand their offerings beyond their original ISP intentions.


The hope for today’s generation of community networks is that they can branch out to be full members of their local communities.  Most community networks provide not only services like email for their users, but try to engage and connect members of the community through discussion forums and email lists.  Virtually all are based around a website as a central location for information and aforementioned services.  Many also try to team up with partners such as businesses or other organizations to provide content and potentially fund their operating costs.

About This Report


Over the course of several weeks, we surveyed 11 community networks, as well as researched some of the literature on community networking.  We browsed networks’ websites, and exchanged emails with and talked to their webmasters and directors.  Our report is divided into three sections.  The first addresses the issue of economic and organizational stability of community networks.  The second describes the content of the networks.  The third section addresses how CNs can engage their communities.  In each section, we begin with analysis and general findings derived from our study of the networks as well as secondary research, followed by a list of case studies and findings per community network.  Throughout, we attempt to answer the basic questions: what makes or breaks these networks?  What can be emulated, and what should be avoided?

A final disclaimer: While we found enough information to see broader trends and patterns emerge, this sample is not intended to be representative of community networks as a whole.  There are, we found, hundreds of community networks in the U.S. and more worldwide; the few we studied can provide some insight but not definitive generalization.

Sustainability
We analyzed the sustainability of human resources as well as various types of revenue sources.

Human Resources

Many community networks start off as volunteer efforts, often as a group of technologically-inclined people who start the network in their spare time as a way to give back to the community, or from a volunteer-heavy public institution such as a library or part of a university.  A large number of the networks we surveyed heavily depended on volunteers, but volunteers were usually a very elastic resource.  The total amount of volunteers as well as how much time they put in fluctuated greatly.


Networks utilized a number of strategies for managing their volunteers.  First, they maintained a small core of permanent volunteers that delegated work to other as needed.  Also, some were able to acquire temporary volunteers through other organizations, especially large corporations.


Volunteers usually are overworked, as we found out when quite a few of our queries to community networks went unanswered.  Harried volunteers in the non-profit sector often have enough problems managing their own work, much finding the time to talk about it.


Also, all-volunteer efforts can potentially run into internal problems with growth.  If a network starts out as a small project between volunteers with little to no institutional support like from a university, the social dynamics of the operation could drastically change when it starts growing and the volunteers are suddenly handling large amounts of money and influence.  Odasz claims this has been the downfall of a number of networks (Ch. 10); however, in our study, we found no cases of this happening.  On the other hand, this would be an issue that our methods of reading websites and interviewing staff would not find.

Revenue Sources

Since economic sustainability has been the downfall for the majority of pioneering community network projects, one must think clearly about what community needs will be served, and the economics for sustainability!  

– Frank Odasz (Chapter 1, “Good Neighbor’s Guide”)


A successful community network needs to have a strong, steady supply of revenue in order to be successful.  The major costs to running a network include paid staff and computer and network infrastructure.  As many networks mature, they find they need paid staff in order to expand and be effective, because volunteer labor tends to be generally less sustainable; many burn out within a year or two.  Sustaining a paid staff often consumes the largest portion of a community network’s budget.

Sources of startup revenue:

Grants
Many community networks use grants when first starting out to cover initial startup costs.  In addition, a few used their initial grants as a sort of nest egg for various purposes.  Grants, however, are not a source of sustainable revenue; often CN’s find they can’t get their initial grants renewed.  The older Freenets provide examples of failed grant-based funding (Odasz Ch. 10), and the community networks of today, we found, are finding grants to be similarly unreliable.

Partner Organizations – Government and Community Groups


While the government and community groups can potentially pay a fee to a community network in exchange for services, such as we found that these relationships were usually (but not always) based around an exchange of content and non-monetary resources.  Often, public institutions help community networks with material resources that otherwise would have to be bought.  A number of the networks started out as programs sponsored by universities or libraries; thus, they were able to secure donated office space, network connections, technical expertise, etc.  However, as the CNs grew, they had to grow out of donated equipment, much like many had to grow out of volunteer-only labor. 

Sources of longer term, potentially sustainable revenue:


Funding from Users
One revenue model is to seek funding from the users of the network.  In one model, the network charges directly for Internet services such as email, internet access, web page hosting.  In this way the CN would serve almost as an ISP.  Another model would be more seeking donations from the users.  Douglas Schuler likens this model to public broadcasting, which makes most of its revenue by soliciting funds from its viewers (367).  In this model, the users are more like members than customers, which is a relationship most community networks try to establish.  If users are paid members, they may feel more involved with the network and have a higher level of engagement.

On the other hand, donations and fees have their share of disadvantages.  Fees can hurt overall growth of the network not only by repelling or denying potential users, but also introduce administrative complications as well as the expectations and legal requirements of a commercial organization.  (Schuler 368)  Additionally, community networks will be outcompeted by more efficient commercial companies in providing for internet services, especially in highly technical services such as dial-up access (Cohill 316).  Many of the older Freenets were focused on being noncommercial ISP’s; today, ISP functions seem like they should be handled in the commercial domain.  Finally, as of 1996, most community networks had found that donations hadn’t been able to fulfill all of their revenue needs (Schuler 367).  We similarly found none that relied solely on voluntary donations.

Partner Organizations – Businesses

One way a community network can partner with a business is through corporate philanthropy.  This can take a number of forms, from simple monetary assistance to volunteer exchange programs.  Networks have to make sure to provide some incentive or service in return, otherwise the corporation may lose interest in funding the network as the novelty wears off. 

Another useful strategy is to partner with smaller local businesses.  This often takes the form of advertising.  This has to be done with care, however; networks must make sure that their advertising dollars don’t detract from other advertising-based organizations like newspapers or radio stations.  Also, the network first requires a strong user base before businesses are willing to advertise in it.  Thus, it tends to be a strategy for more well-established CNs.

Some community network advocates raise the concern that too much focus on businesses can dilute a community network into an impersonal classified ad or business site, antithetical to its original goals (Schuler).  But while this danger exists, it must be recognized that commerce is an essential part of any community (BEV book, Schuler).  Community networks can serve both local businesses and the individual members of community by partnering with the businesses.

Sustainability Case Studies

Davis Community Network, Davis, CA, dcn.davis.ca.us (contact: Steve McMahon, President, DCN Board of Directors):


The web space was created and is maintained by a volunteer web team.  Anyone can add calendar events and new listings.  The majority of the finances come from subscriber revenue from a private ISP (Omsoft); other funding comes from the City of Davis and some other partners.  They have received some grants but those have not played much of a role in their overall finances.

Prairienet Community Network, University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, www.prairienet.org (contact Karen Fletcher, Community Information Resources):

They are a part of the Graduate School of Library and Information Science (GSLIS) of the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign.  They pay their own way, however, using funding from membership fees, donations, and fee-based projects.  Do receive some support and funding from central campus and GSLIS.

Their membership fees vary from $35/year for membership benefits without dial-up service to $90/year for membership benefits as well as dial-up access and e-mail and web site disk space.

Whitley County Community Network, Whitley County, Indiana, www.whitleynet.org (Contact: Don Bentz, Vice President, Network Manager):


They contract an ISP provider, and receive a kick-back from it.  This is used for the community web site grants; they also have interest on money that sits with the community foundation.  Since they borrow a TI connection from the library, they do not have to spend money on internet access.

Huron Valley Community Network, Washtenaw County, MI, www.hvcn.org (Contact: Steven R. Weiss, HVCN Webmaster)


They have about 8 volunteers, and the amount of hours they put in widely varies depending on the number of current projects, etc.  The primary system administrator puts in about 6 hours a week, which is the most of all of the volunteers.  Total time spent per week is probably about 8-10, with different people spending varying amounts of time on the web site depending on their area of knowledge (C, PHP, security) and what is needed.


Funding mostly comes from membership donations – the membership fee varies from $25/year to $1000/year, depending on the goodwill of the member.  They also have some money saved from a previous grant.  They do not have a large budget since their internet connection is donated by the county government and all of their labor is volunteer.

PetalumaNet, Petaluma, CA, www.petalumanet.com (contact: Bill Hammerman and Michael Estigoy, webmaster)


Their main source of funding is from local telecom corporations and businesses: they request donations from them when sponsoring a regional symposium, workshop or conference.


Their webmaster says that he is not a webmaster, but a webproducer.  This philosophy means that if he can’t do it, he finds someone who can; this has helped not only to prevent the principal volunteers from becoming burnt out but also to involve more people in the project.  There are two other main volunteers, and between the three of them they either get everything done or ask someone they know to do it.


One manner in which to promote sustainability with respect to outside organizations is to not just ask for something for free, but to offer something back.  It also doesn’t have to be revenue that you offer: maybe you expose their business more to the viewers of the website or the equivalent.  Otherwise, occasionally the ‘novelty’ of donating to the website will wear off and the site will lose that business’s support – especially if the business wasn’t a willing partner in the first place.


They also maintain a passive business model in order to conserve resources.  They don’t add an extra feature unless there is significant enough demand that they know it will be utilized.

An extra piece of advice is to not step on local businesses’ toes: if you use ads to generate revenue, make sure that you’re not hurting local newspapers, radio stations or the yellow pages that are also ad-driven.

Craigslist.org, San Francisco Bay Area, CA, www.craigslist.org (contact: Craig Newmark, founder and director of craigslist)


Craigslist is very unique compared to the other sites here in terms of its sheer size; it gathers about 4.7 million hits a day from people throughout various cities in California’s Bay Area (figure from Craig).  Its only revenue source is that it charges businesses to make postings (which are free to the public).  The majority of business postings are job recruiters; Craigslists is so popular yet focused and localized, that a 2000 Forrester report rated it as the most efficient job-recruiting site compared with larger, for-profit recruiting sites (Associated Press).  This sort of success will be hard to emulate by any community site that’s focused on serving a single local community instead of a higher population, regional area.  Furthermore, Craigslist’s userbase is decidedly upper-class; all those job recruiters are clamoring for professional-level workers.  Still, Craigslist is a terrific example of the potential power of a well-established, well-trusted community site to generate revenue to maintain itself while maintaining a very non-commercial atmosphere.

Boulder Community Network, Boulder, CO, www.bcn.boulder.co.us (contact: Paul Tiger, director of Volunteers)


The Boulder Community Network is a very comprehensive community network. The network first began through a $2.1 million grant. Prior to building the community network, those directly involved set out to educate the community about the potential aspects of a community network. Through this process, the Boulder Community Network was able to structure its content and develop clear and specific objectives. The BCN’s three main objectives are the following: (1) Transfer technology to community based organizations, governments agencies, educational institutions, and populations whose members encounter substantial barriers to technology use, (2) Help community based organizations develop online information in the public interest, and (3) Innovate based on the needs and issues of the public and non-profit sector.


The BCN believes that their general areas of sustainability fluctuate between grants, contracts with other not-for profit and for-profit organizations, and creative special events. In addition, the volunteer center of BCN is extremely active. BCN tries to appropriately match the expertise of their volunteers with specific projects. For example, for those that feel they have technical expertise, they go through a “tech matching” volunteer process. However, the BCN does acknowledge that while they have a great volunteer base, nearly 200, volunteers are elastic beings. 


The BCN has also established relationships with local libraries and the University of Colorado. The University of Colorado was very active in the network’s initial start-up and provided the BCN with office space. Although the BCN headquarters remains on the Universities campus, their relationship is no longer active. Paul Tiger believes that the fundamental reason why they have been successful is that they are truly an outreach organization.

Access Sacramento, Sacramento, CA, www.sacremetno.org, (contact: Wes Doak)


Access Sacramento is truly a network that is the “voice” of the community. Access Sacramento’s objectives, greatly focus on communication mediums, such as radio, television – media in general. They provide and area wide ISP. A great deal of their funding has come from the Mac group – commercial ISP. Access Sacramento acts as a subdivision of local community access for cable/television and radio. The site offers a “very successful” web cast radio station which has generated revenue from several state agencies. They also host selected streaming video clips. 


In terms of sustainability, Access Sacramento applies for grants; charges fees for web pages (area students create web pages for non-profits), uses banner advertising, and apply for state government resources. They also rent out their space (lab) to other parties (e.g. the girl scouts). They also sell, with a resale license, adobe, Microsoft, etc books to students. In general, Access Sacramento “builds on an array of opportunities”. 

Seattle Community Network, Seattle, WA, www.scn.org, (contact: Randy Groves)

The SCN is extremely rich on content. SCN supports or provides information and further sources (links) on a variety of community affairs. For example, SCN covers activism, arts, education, environment, health, jobs, media, politics, social services, and transportation. SCN also has several “featured sites” that are tailored to more specific community issues. 


The SCN also supports web mail, telnet, and provides community members with and opportunity to publish information. SCN also archives a lot of their information on past publications, events, and general information. The SCN serves a very large and active, socially sensitive community. As a result, they have tailored their needs to meet those of the community – this translates into a wide variety in content and opportunities. In terms of volunteer opportunities, SCN uses an online form to “screen” volunteers – find out more about them. Volunteers do not simply work for the SCN; rather the SCN acts as source for projects of all kind for which people can volunteer. In many ways, the continuous varied opportunities that serve a wide range of individuals acts as the SCN’s sustainable practices. 

Austin Free-Net, Austin, Texas, www.austinfree.net. (contact: Sue Beckwith)

Austin Free-Net’s community network is defined in terms of a technical point of access. Austin Free-Net provides internet access sites for the public. Research on the Austin Free-Net site, centered on engagement and sustainability rather than content. Austin Free-Net conducted a comprehensive survey of public access users. In a sense, the survey asks the question of engagement once users become familiar with Austin Free-Net’s opportunities. More specifically, the study focused on attempting to answer four questions: 

(1) Who uses Public access computers”

(2) What are the computers used for?

(3) How could services be improved?

(4) How have public access computers helped clients?

The survey established type of users (male, female, other demographics) and determined the added value people receive from using a technology access point. Additionally, Austin Free-Net also offers several courses.


Austin Free-Net is able to sustain its establishment through a variety of sponsors. Most Austin Free-Net sponsors are corporate, for-profit sponsors. They also receive support from individual family foundations.  

Tahoe-Truckee Community Network, Truckee, CA, www.tahoe.ceres.ca.gov

The Tahoe-Truckee Community Network does not provide a substantial amount of resources, but has sustained the network since 1995. They offer low cost email and a searchable database for community events and/or affairs. The Network has sustained through the efforts of private and public organizations. The Network is working to expand the list of organizations and networks within the database. The Network serves as an information resource, but is not in the business of community outreach, in some sense. The infrastructure of the Tahoe-Truckee network is relatively simple to maintain. 

Content

It is also worth the time to look at the different features offered by community networks.  Even among networks with similar objectives and audiences, the features on each site can widely differ.  The vast majority of them seem to be a unique subset of features drawn from the powerhouse portals such as Yahoo! (whereas the ideas for the features were not actually taken from the Yahoo! site, it is a good comparison to understand what each site offers).  Features, therefore, range from e-mail and website hosting to the daily weather and links to community organizations.

Most of this information speaks for itself; it is necessary, however, to pay some attention to the trends found concerning the discussion forums and e-mail lists.  The forums were a lot of the time not as active as the network would hope.  This is due to a variety of reasons, including the political culture of the neighborhood and competing forums in the area.  One trend, however, did stand out: there seems to be a general, lazy move from open and unmoderated forums to more closed and moderated forums, a couple of which require a valid e-mail address.  The reasons for this are varied and are included in the write-ups of the individual sites below.

One successful feature that many people view as an alternative to forums are e-mail lists.  This especially appeals to people who view the forums as 'public' space and prefer to remain in 'private' space; it also, however, provides instant communication between, for example, a neighborhood association.  Additionally, e-mail is generally easier to use than Usenet or some of the other newsgroups.

There is one further idea that bears mentioning.  Many of the websites surveyed included website hosting for community members.  This is a great way to get the community involved in the website.  In addition, web space is sometimes provided for community organizations - sometimes the website is even set up for them by the CN team.  This feature is successful in that it expands the amount of information available to the community on the web, making it a true community network.

Discussion Forums:

Davis Community Network, Davis, CA, http://dcn.davis.ca.us/ (contact: Steve McMahon, President, DCN Board of Directors):


The discussion forum at this website has a variety of topics that can be discussed.  Topics range from education, the arts and local events to local, state and global politics.  The area with the most hits (only 32) is the city council election issues of 2000.  The website also supports discussion forums for neighborhoods, service clubs and business groups.  One of the reasons why they think the forum has not been as successful as they would have liked is that Davis has a particularly brutal political culture, and so the public might not want to be involved in unmediated forums.  They also think that unless there is some obstacle to meeting in person, communities would rather discuss issues face-to-face.

Prairienet Community Network, University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, www.prairienet.org (contact Karen Fletcher, Community Information Resources):


They have one of the most successful newsgroups on the web.  The topics of the forums that get the most traffic are the consumer newsgroups, IP information, restaurants and classifieds.  Other newsgroups topics include information about Prairienet itself and school issues; the site, however, supports thousands of different newsgroups requested by different users such as special interest groups or PBS schedules.


There is no set political/community issues forum per se, but related themes usually come up in the “general” newsgroup.  Newsgroups with explicit political themes are usually not that populated, since the majority of the traffic/posts come from people complaining about the current political situation or related protests.


Prairienet does use actual USENET newsgroups (news.prarienet.org), which may hurt or limit their participation.  This is because it is not too user-friendly for the non-technically savvy.  They are currently trying to switch to a web-based system.

Whitley County Community Network, Whitley County, Indiana, www.whitleynet.org (Contact: Don Bentz, Vice President, Network Manager):


Their forum board, when first established, was an open system; however it has progressively moved towards a system, which is now being set up, that requires a valid e-mail address in order to receive your first password.  The reason for the most recent switch is that there were a few times when a student from a local high school anonymously posted something about a possible problem within the school, and the police could not get any information about who posted it.

Huron Valley Community Network, Washtenaw County,MI, www.hvcn.org (Contact: Steven R. Weiss, HVCN Webmaster)


They offer their own forums, but they are not particularly active; they have not tried hard to make them so, however, because their partner, Grex, offers a community of forums in the area.

PetalumaNet, Petaluma, CA, www.petalumanet.com (contact: Bill Hammerman and Michael Estigoy, webmaster)


They are revamping their bulletin board, adding in a moderator.  They hope that this will help it move in other directions.  In addition to a bulletin board, they have P.E.T. (Petaluma Town Hall), which is oriented more towards community issues; this, also, is undergoing rehaul right now.

Craigslist.org, San Francisco Bay Area, CA, www.craigslist.org (contact: Craig Newmark, founder and director of craigslist)

Most of craigslist is devoted to a bulletin-board type system, in which one person or organization makes a post for everyone to read, but gets responses via direct e-mail.  This naturally lends itself to classified ads or quick questions, but doesn’t build community through dialog in the way many of the other community sites try to.  The result so far is that a lot of the communication on craigslist has been devoted to more mundane, day-to-day issues.

E-Mail List Based Discussion

Davis Community Network, Davis, CA, dcn.davis.ca.us (contact: Steve McMahon, President, DCN Board of Directors):


This feature has been much more successful than DCN’s discussion forums. Many different groups use this feature, from community groups to neighborhood associations.  They think one of the reasons why it’s more successful is that people don’t view them as public, so they are less afraid of expressing their opinion.

Prairienet Community Network, University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, www.prairienet.org (contact Karen Fletcher, Community Information Resources):


Their e-mail list service began successfully; then, with the boom of Yahoo! and other similar websites it slowed down as users used similar services provided by the new sites.  Now their usage is back up; they speculate because people are becoming tired of ad-supported and impersonal services.  This is one of their most powerful tools of communication, as it offers immediate access to the other recipients of the list.  Their most successful lists were formed by existing organizations.


The one drawback to this service is that the technical support and knowledge required to support this is considerable.  The more automated, user-friendly and accessible it is, the more time and money must be spent behind the scenes.

Business/Organization Listings

Davis Community Network, Davis, CA, dcn.davis.ca.us (contact: Steve McMahon, President, DCN Board of Directors):


Their business listings get lots of traffic; or, at the very least, the listed parties have expressed their satisfaction.  They do not charge a fee for this service.  They divide their business listings into several areas, much like the yellow pages of Yahoo!, including computers & the internet, personal services and food & dining.  There is a link at the bottom of the listings for people who want to add a listing to the directory.  The only information they provide is a link to the business’s website; they do not give information such as an address or phone number.  They also have a separate listing for community organizations, such as volunteering & service organizations, political groups, etc.

Huron Valley Community Network, Washtenaw County, MI, www.hvcn.org (Contact: Steven R. Weiss, HVCN Webmaster)


They do not have a business directory, but they do have business links.  These InfoCenters are successful, but taxing to maintain; thus there is a current project to help manage the increasing number of entries.  The InfoCenters cover the usual areas, such as businesses, entertainment, and a community events calendar.

PetalumaNet, Petaluma, CA, www.petalumanet.com (contact: Bill Hammerman and Michael Estigoy, webmaster)


Their business listings cover museums, libraries, businesses, churches and the like.  If someone sends in a URL, they just added it to the website without charging a fee.

E-mail/Web Hosting

Prairienet Community Network, University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, www.prairienet.org (contact Karen Fletcher, Community Information Resources):


They offer both webmail (recently moved from PINE) and web hosting services, and both have been successful.  They offer web space as well to non-profit organizations.

Whitley County Community Network, Whitley County, Indiana, www.whitleynet.org (Contact: Don Bentz, Vice President, Network Manager):


The provide grants for organizations to make a web presence, and host the site for free.  This has helped to improve community online content.

Huron Valley Community Network, Washtenaw County, MI, www.hvcn.org (Contact: Steven R. Weiss, HVCN Webmaster)


E-mail is provided by their partner, Grex, which offers free dial-up e-mail accounts.  Their most successful service is probably web hosting: 80 organizations have used or are using their web space.  One current project is an automated content management system to facilitate the transition into cyberspace for these organizations. 

Other Features, Miscellaneous:

Davis Community Network, Davis, CA, dcn.davis.ca.us (contact: Steve McMahon, President, DCN Board of Directors):


DCN also offers a lot of other, more general features.  On the home page they have a weather report, a link to community events for the week, links to cultural and entertainment venues, links to governmental web sites, etc.  Most of their information, however, is just links to other websites and not content generated by DCN itself.

Prairienet Community Network, University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, www.prairienet.org (contact Karen Fletcher, Community Information Resources):


In their office, they have two computers for public use, in order to facilitate use of the site.  They also offer computer and internet training classes.  Their site doesn’t have much self-generated content; it mostly provides access to their services and links to organizations that do publish community information.

Whitley County Community Network, Whitley County, Indiana, www.whitleynet.org (Contact: Don Bentz, Vice President, Network Manager):


Some of their features, such as a community calendar, are password protected.  Also, while they do not provide their own news content, they do show headlines from the local newspaper and provide links to those articles.  They also provide links to weather information, local schools, area maps and other resources.

Huron Valley Community Network, Washtenaw County,MI, www.hvcn.org (Contact: Steven R. Weiss, HVCN Webmaster)


They have a community events calendar on the InfoCenters page; but it mostly just links to other published calendars (such as the Chamber of Commerce calendar).  Their other links match up pretty closely with everyone else’s.

PetalumaNet, Petaluma, CA, www.petalumanet.com (contact: Bill Hammerman and Michael Estigoy, webmaster)


When the website first started, a volunteer created the first website for the local school district, city hall, and newspaper.  These organizations have since taken over their own sites, but this trend of incubating a group website and then giving it away has helped to build the community network and the information it can offer.


Their website also has links to educational sites, health related sites, etc.

Engagement

 The topic of engagement can really be analyzed from two perspectives: analyzing the efforts involved in stimulating individuals’ interest in community networks and developing methodologies related to enhancing and engaging individuals once they are involved in a community network. Because there are various types of community networks, there are subsequently various ways of engaging community members. In reference to the first domain, getting people interested and engaged in the idea of a community network is extremely challenging because the rhetoric of community networks is not common to all. Furthermore, engaging individuals to become users of community networks entails developing community outreach initiatives. Developing initiatives or forums of opportunity to learn about community networks may increase the sample survey size (as opposed to randomly distributed interviews or surveys). The salient observation related to this aspect of engagement is education; despite the myriad of ways in which community networks attempt to engage their respective community members, each method or initiative entailed educating the community about the nature of community networks and the potential social benefits. 

In addition, the Blacksburg Electronic Village (BEV) found that the best way to introduce people to new technologies was by following the “show don’t tell” rule: You had to show people the tasks they could now do, and let them try it out immediately.  If you merely told them through some sort of demonstration, the engagement level would always be lower (Cohill 298-299).

Andrew Cohill, director of BEV, believes that many of the network’s early problems were traceable back to education.  Not only was educating the unengaged an issue, but educating town and local government officials, businesspeople, educators and others about the possible benefits the network could bring, and discuss how to use them (299-300).  Engaging the important institutions with the community network is both an essential and powerful way to get closer to critical mass.

Boulder Community Network, Boulder, CO, www.bcn.boulder.co.us (contact: Paul Tiger, director of Volunteers)


The Boulder Community Network first started their network by engaging the community – essentially teaching the Boulder community about the idea of a community network and its advantages. In 1993 the BCN started having public meetings and queried the public on what aspects of community life are important and in relation, how a community network might best serve their needs. Thus, at the base of the BCN was public education. The BCN continued to educate the community through the distribution of flyers, local kiosks, and the Network also advertised free HTML and other web-based classes.


Craigslist.org, San Francisco Bay Area, CA, www.craigslist.org (contact: Craig Newmark, founder and director of craigslist)


As mentioned before, craigslist has a very large and loyal user base.  They’ve succeeded in having a lot of people, but have fewer community-based links to the local area.  People on craigslist tend to be linked together only by craigslist, not real-life social relationships that arise naturally in the day-to-day interactions of people living in a local community together.

Discussion, Conclusions, Recommendations
Miscellaneous Issues


Community networks often face a dilemma of where their data should go.  Should information be part of the CN’s website, or be on a different organization’s website that’s merely linked from the CN site?  By putting it on the main website, the community network is established as a central location to get information and perhaps more later.  But if the network is supposed to be decentralized, then the role of the website should be more of a way to link people up to each other and simply contain links.  This is a dilemma faced by many CNs… 
Community networks must be adaptable


The users, not designers, of any network will ultimately determine its use.  It is so hard to predict what your potential user base will want to do, that it is often better to work in “passive mode” and wait for demand to creep up in a certain area before taking action.  This is particularly true for discussion groups and mailing lists.  For example, the defunct community site www.neighborspace.org has dozens of categories and sub-categories of discussion areas, but no one posting.  In contrast, PetalumaNet follows a strategy of waiting for sufficient demand before adding new features to their website; for example, they are currently considering building up a section of their website as an “under 20” group, but will not do so until they know that it will, in fact, be utilized.  This passive mode, while it can suffer from lack of direction, helps conserve often scarce resources, both with respect to time and money, and helps prevent the network from turning into an ignored and underutilized site, spread out too thin for its total number of users.




Community networks can’t be web bound


The term “community network” was used long before the rise of computers to describe the social interactions and connections that make up the essence of a community of people.  For the types of community networks addressed here, that social dimension of the term can never be forgotten.  One of the largest problems with failing community network sites is just that – they are focused just on the website or technological means of communication.  A community network is made up of both a “physical infrastructure” and “social info-structure,” to use Odasz’s terms.  The challenge for a community network is to reach into that social network and engage and connect its members by taking advantage of what technology has to offer.  People want to be engaged.  Those who succeed are those who believe so.

Engaging a Network Community

Engaging a community is truly about educating a community. Education must be continuous and span not only the initial process of engagement, but must also continue throughout the life of a community network. As community networks develop, they must seek new challenges and find new opportunities to teach community members about some entity or phenomenon. Hence, the ideas of engagement reinforce the notion that community networks cannot be web bound. Community networks must work to seek out social endeavors and include the community at large in the infrastructure of the organization. 
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Related Resources

Association for Community Networking, www.afcn.org.  Check also their Resources page of links, http://www.afcn.org/resources/.

Blacksburg Electronic Village’s extensive page of self-research, http://www.bev.net/research/, as well as various documents at http://www.bev.net/project/digital_library/.

Community Technology Centers’ Network, http://ctcnet.org/.  Focuses on more on physical technology access points rather than the community-based approach examined here.

Frank Odasz’s resources for community networking, http://lone-eagles.com/teled.htm.  Contains various articles and thoughts in addition to “Good Neighbor’s Guide.”

All URL’s for community network websites mentioned in the report are contained in their entries for each case study.


