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Part 1: 

Why Online Forums and 
Communities? 
Online forums and communities emerged many years ago, and they are still 

among the most popular types of sites on the Internet. If you are going to work 

online, you might consider creating an online forum or adding one to your 

existing website. If developed well, they can be very profitable. 

In this section we are going to explain the reasons why you might want to have an 

online forum, why people join these communities, and how you can get yours 

started.
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What is a Community?
A community is simply a group of people with a common interest. 

You can have a community grow around a hobby, a movement, a profession, a 

television show, and so on. The days where communities were based around 

geographical factors have given way to online communities where the bond is 

whatever people want to make it.

While you can have communities around blogs, social networks and other types 

of sites, online forums (also called online bulletins) usually represent the most 

suitable place for those interactions. Throughout this guide, therefore, we will use 

the terms community and online forum interchangeably. 
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Why You Might Want to Build a Community
There are several benefits connected with online forums, the main ones being:

1. Repeat Traffic: Webmasters are constantly on the look out for repeat 

visitors. This concept is called “stickiness,” and you can’t get more 

stickiness than with a community. Many communities have dropped out of 

the Google rankings entirely, for example, but they still have maintained 

their traffic and profitability. That is because of their self-sustaining nature 

and word-of-mouth marketing.

2. User Generated Content: Online forums require a lot of work during 

the setup phase and with maintenance. The content itself, however, is to a 

large extent produced by the members of the forum themselves. Once your 

community is established, therefore, you will not need to worry about 

content creation. 

3. Loyalty: Combine passion about a subject with a sense of belonging and 

camaraderie, and you have a potent mix. Members of a community usually  

become very attached and loyal to it. 

4. Continuity: Membership schemes are the classic continuity business 

model. If you create a paid community, this means that a one-off sale will 

put money in the bank month after month. There is also a compounding 

aspect, where if you keep attracting new members your monthly income 

grows while your expenses stay pretty constant.
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Why You Might NOT Want to Build a Community
As we illustrated above, there are many benefits to communities, but they aren’t a  

panacea. Here are a couple of big reasons why you might not want to build one.

1. Communities are hard work: They take a lot of time and expertise 

to maintain. People might think it is just about having fun chatting 

with friends, but unfortunately maintaining, growing, and updating a 

community can turn into a full time job.

2. Competition is fierce: Getting your community to stand out and get 

noticed can be tricky. The more crowded your niche, the more you will 

need to work to attract members.

3. Monetization is not obvious or easy: While people routinely do 

make large amounts of money from communities, that is not to say it is 

easy to do or that even more than a tiny fraction of communities make 

enough money to live on. Most communities are built for love, not 

money.
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Why People Join Communities
The first reason why people join communities is because they have a problem 

they need to solve. They search around for answers (usually on search engines), 

then either they find an answer on a forum, or they find just the forum and decide 

to ask. Members often start with a question, either a new thread or a follow up 

message, and the replies draw them in further, until they feel a part of things.

And this is an important point: people want to feel like they are a part of 

something.

You can see all around you that people want to feel like they belong, that they are 

part of something. From sports fans wearing colors and painting their faces to 

MySpace pages emblazoned with rock band logos. Tap into this desire and you 

can grow a fantastic asset. Passion can not be bought, but it can be channeled. 
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Build or Buy?
A basic question that you need to ask yourself is: do I need to create my own 

forum or can I buy one? There are many established forums out there ready to be 

purchased that could give you a head start. Pretty much all online marketplaces, 

from eBay.com to Sitepoint.com, have communities up for sale at any given time.

Obviously, a major factor in your decision will be if there is a community that 

matches exactly your need and target audience, and if you do find one, why the 

owner is selling.

It could turn out to be a good deal if the community is well trafficked, well 

managed, engaged, with a good social atmosphere. On the other hand, if the 

community has failed, the accounts are all dormant, and there was a bad culture 

forming, then it is best to avoid the mess and start your own.
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Getting started
If you decide to start your own forum, then you need to draw a plan for it. Here 

are the points that you need to consider: 

1. Understand Your Community Before Building It: What does 

your target audience want, need, love, hate, and so on? You need to get 

into their heads, and show that you understand and empathize. You 

need to be one of them rather than a benevolent, but patronizing, 

owner.

2. Know Your Software or Get Someone Who Does: So many 

forums come to a crashing halt because the technology defeats the 

owner. Find a tame geek if you don’t know the software yourself, or 

spend the time to learn. 

3. Differentiate and Brand: It’s no good being just the same as 

everyone else. How is your community different, compelling, unique, 

remarkable?

4. Careful With Customization: By the same token, don’t go crazy 

with technical tweaks. Some people get carried away with the software 

and design, and modify it until things start breaking down. They can’t 

get support because the code is changed, and cannot install critical 

updates and patches so their system is insecure and vulnerable to 

hacks.

5. Competitors and Partners: If you can develop a uniquely 

positioned community, you have no competitors. Fellow forums then 

become partners and a good source of new members. Think about this 

carefully. If you have competitors, then you need to differentiate better.
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6. Know WIIFM: Your community is not about you, it is about your 

members. Constantly work on what your offer is: What’s In It For 

Members. Communicate this clearly and consistently, make it part of 

your community DNA.

7. Get Beta Users Early: You need to start your community quietly and 

secretly with hand-picked beta members. This is important both to test 

that everything works and also to seed conversations so that when the 

doors open, the place isn’t a ghost town. Your early members will set 

the tone, so choose well.
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Forum Structure
When you start your forum, this “ghost town” factor can kill it before you begin. 

As well as beta users, you need to carefully consider your structure. For example, 

will your community be one big forum? Or will it have multiple forums?

One good approach is to start with two or three main forum areas, then as 

conversations grow, split them off into new areas.

For example you might start with:

• Community Section: The place where members can introduce 

themselves, offer suggestions and critique about the forum and so on.

• Main Board: The place where on-topic discussion takes place

• Anything Goes: A chit-chat forum where members can let off steam 

and not get hammered for sending main conversation off topic

As conversations start to coalesce around themes, you can then take them out to 

their own subsections.
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Action Points
1. If you are not sure whether you should start an online forum or not, 

review the pros and cons listed in this guide. 

2. Overall, remember that building a successful community is just as hard 

as building a successful blog or website. Only start one if it is really 

aligned with your vision and business plan.
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Part 2:

Growing and Sustaining Forums 
and Communities 
In this section we cover the importance of having clear rules for your community, 

how you can grow and keep your forum alive and how you can make money with 

it.
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Community Rules
On any online community it is very important to set the standard early for how 

members ought to behave. This is a combination of a) your leadership, b) good 

beta user choices, and c) some explicit guidelines.

Many good forums have grown around a simple application of the “Golden Rule,”  

which is “treat other members as you would like to be treated,” but of course the 

Internet is full of trolls, vandals, and idiots, so you need to be on your guard.

If you want to go light, you can have simple guidelines instead of rules. The 

community might not like rules imposed on them, after all, and a self-regulated 

environment can usually promote growth. 

Here are some points to consider for your guidelines:

• Be inclusive: Make sure that the guidelines will create a culture 

where new comers are welcome and encouraged to participate. This is 

vital to the growth of the forum over time. 

• Make it explicit: If you find yourself reminding people of the rules or 

guidelines, then you need to post them more prominently. If people 

don’t know the guidelines, you can’t punish them for not following.

• Links: Decide what your policy about link drops and signatures is, and 

stick to it. If you are worried about spammers, limit the sections where 

members can post links, and perhaps even create a minimum number 

of posts before a member can post a link.

• Swearing: Like links, swearing can either be acceptable or forbidden, 

you need to decide.
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• Off-topic: Inevitably conversations drift. What is your policy? If you 

have an “Anything Goes” section, you can move all the off-topic threads 

there, for example. 

• Criticism: Sometimes forums can become a mess of moaning, 

whining, and personal attacks. You need to always quell this before 

people get carried away. Not just for legal reasons, but also for the 

health of the forum culture. In general, for your own part, you want to 

criticize in private, but sometimes it is good to head off potentially 

contagious behavior with a public slapping.

• Zero tolerance: There is a theory called “Broken Windows” that 

suggests if you let small problems fester, then bigger problems follow. 

In forums, this happens quite often. Before you launch your forum, get 

an idea about how bad the spam, trolling and offensive posting 

problems might get. You might be regarded as being heavy handed, so 

it is best to maintain a sense of humor and personality, to balance out 

the strictness. 
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Growing Your Community
Once you have some seed discussions going on, you will need to get out and start 

promoting the forum. Your first port of call will be your blog or existing websites, 

friends who have websites, and existing communities that you are a member of. 

Here are some pointers about promoting and growing your community:

1. Be a good host: Nothing creates more word-of-mouth than a vibrant 

community with good leadership. Be an active and caring host and 

people will bring friends with confidence.

2. Member get member: With that in mind, you could create an 

environment where people are rewarded for referring friends. Most 

forum platforms have built-in referral counters.

3. Promote your members: Make members the stars. Recognize 

achievements and contributions.

4. Promote the content: Actively talk about the forum in other 

websites, especially about the good threads and discussions.

5. Contests: Hold contests where people have to post in order to win.

6. Incentives: Consider giving away premium content for members (e.g.,  

ebooks, audio or video).
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Keeping Your Community Alive
Once your forum has momentum, you will need to put additional effort into 

keeping it going and into making sure that the forum itself will not implode from 

problems that size will bring.

Your first job will be to promote some members to the moderator role. Choose 

carefully, as with great power comes great responsibility, and your choice will 

send clear signals about the community culture. After a while, some members 

will stand out as more involved and more willing to help, and sometimes you will 

get volunteers. 

With the help of the moderators, you will be able to not only keep your forum 

clean, but also keep engaging your members in new conversations. Here are some 

tips to keep the discussion level healthy:

1. Stay current: You and your moderators need to keep abreast of 

community and niche news. If you seem to be out of touch, then 

members will move elsewhere. In addition, make sure your members 

are fully appraised and that you keep the forum up to date with 

anything that members need to know about – this will keep members 

returning day after day.

2. Use your blog: Keep people returning to the forum by using your 

blog to highlight current happenings and interesting discussions, and 

by reminding people that your forum exists and that it is a community 

to be involved in.

3. Use social media: Forum threads can and do go popular on social 

bookmarking sites like Digg.com or StumbleUpon.com, so keep that in 

mind. Twitter is becoming a useful tool to drive traffic to any website 

these days, so consider using that too.
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4. Use email: Many forum platforms allow you to send alerts via email. 

Do not over use this, but consider doing monthly roundups, for 

example, to get inactive members back into the forum. 

5. Be active and visible: Make sure you are active in the forum threads 

and present in the forum as often as possible. If you get bored with 

your own forum, what kind of message is that sending out?
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Making Money from Your Community
Making money from an online forum is similar to other content websites. Here 

are some of the methods that you could consider:

• CPM ads: These are very popular on forums because of the large page 

view count and high page view per visitor ratio

• Adsense: Many platforms have plugins that allow you to embed 

AdSense into your pages. AdSense also allows you to create a revenue-

sharing forum, where the members themselves can earn some money

• Sponsors: Rather than show individual ads, if your target audience is 

appropriate, a company might sponsor your whole forum

• Affiliates: Because your audience is engaged and trusting, many times 

you can make good money from affiliate deals

• Classifieds: A job board or other types of classified ads can do well, 

from selling second hand gadgets through to offering services

• Conferences: Many communities grow to the size where it is possible 

to start holding live events

Another profitable way to monetize communities is with a membership fee. You 

can have various membership options, including:

• Account upgrades – Allow more rights, such as signatures, custom 

titles, avatar options, add-free browsing and so on

• Private areas – Many forums have a “supporters forum” where only 

people who have paid are allowed in. This creates a “curtain” that 

people want to peak behind
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• Premium Content - A classic option is to have an area where 

valuable content is posted, such as downloads or How-To threads 

where “secrets” are revealed

• Added Benefits – Once a member elects to pay, there might be 

additional benefits outside of the forum, such as telephone conference 

calls, mastermind groups, discounts and so on

You just need to make sure that members will be getting value for their money.
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Selling Your Community
At some point, you might wish to offload your community, and selling a forum is 

not much different to selling another type of website, apart from one crucial 

factor: your members.

While selling a blog or traditional website can have an impact on the people who 

routinely visit it, selling a community can be even more prone to problems 

because you are selling their user data, their content, and their relationships. You 

need to reassure your community that you are going to put the forum into good 

hands and that their needs will be prioritized. 

The best option is to seek a buyer from within the community itself. You might 

not get as good a price as if you put it out to auction, but at least the membership 

will not dissolve due to loss of trust.

If you do sell in auction, use a trustworthy venue such as the big webmaster 

forums, and offer all the relevant information that a buyer will need:

• Membership count

• Forum age

• Traffic

• Demographic

• Income

Look at past successful auctions to see the kind of information that is required, 

and follow up quickly with any messages that are posted to you.

Building Communities by Chris Garrett

21 of 23



Action Points
1. Make sure to create a clear set of guidelines that members of your 

community must follow.

2. Used the tactics described in this guide to grow your online forum and 

to keep it alive. The biggest threat on any forum is not having enough 

activity to keep its members engaged.

3. Experiment with different revenue sources, but remember that the key 

factor that leads to a profitable only forum is the activity of the 

members.
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This guide was written by Chris Garrett and originally featured in the http://
www.onlineprofits.com course developed by Daniel Scocco and is shared here 
with permission.

Chris Garrett

http://www.chrisg.com/

http://twitter.com/chrisgarrett/

Contact Chris through the chrisg.com contact 
form or Twitter direct message and mention 
“Wishlist Live” to get a free, no-obligation 20 
minute consulting call about this or any topic 
related to profiting from your knowledge and 
experience online.
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