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Chapter 1

The Importance of Community

‘We have always needed people around us in order to help us actualise both our physical and emotional needs. In today’s society, having a virtual or IRL community allows us to play out and experiment with our identity, receive emotional security and affirmation, as well as have access to various resources to help our survival and movement through life.’

Tasha Bailey, psychotherapist and founder of online community RealTalk.Therapist

In this first chapter, I’m going to break down the difference between an audience and a community, and walk you through my ‘three Cs’ of community-building which will act as a framework for your future strategy. But first, I want to give you a bit more background on my journey into growing my own online tribe and business network.

My Journey Into Community

Several years ago, I decided to move to London. I had no connections there, no network and no cool cliques mentioning my name at parties, but I needed to escape my sleepy home town and get myself out into the big wide world. I got a job in digital marketing, took the plunge and moved.

Very quickly I learnt that making friends as an adult in a brand-new city was going to be pretty hard. When you’re at school, you see your friends every day; you go to class together, eat lunch together, meet up at the weekend and go to parties, collectively prank call your crushes and get embarrassed when they find out that it’s you. Sadly, adult life brings more responsibility. We annoyingly have to wash our clothes, cook and eat food that isn’t 100 per cent beige, take the bins out and read books so that we have something interesting and meaningful to talk about on dates.

All of this takes up a significant amount of time, meaning that we don’t get the same one-on-one time with new friends. In between adulting admin, we’re frantically panicking that everyone else is ‘killing it’ – Greg just got engaged in the Maldives, Aisha just had her second baby and I still can’t even make a coffee without spilling it, let alone a child.

As an introverted extrovert who struggled with social anxiety, I found my first year in London really hard and often debated giving up and moving back home. Despite my loneliness and homesickness, I decided to stick around and it was during that time that I learnt the true purpose and meaning of community. I joined sports teams, went to pottery classes and exhibitions with work friends and attended women’s sharing circles where we chanted and burnt our limiting beliefs. I once even trekked for an hour to the other side of London on a Sunday evening to watch a monk give a talk about the meaning of life and connected with some of the kindest people I’ve ever met. I used websites like Eventbrite to find local events and joined Facebook groups to discover group activities that sounded interesting because I couldn’t keep doing laps of Tower Bridge on my own each night, in an attempt to stay busy. I knew I needed to get out of my funk and build a community and find people I could enjoy the city with. In order to do that, I was going to have to put myself out there.

Fast forward three years into my London residency and I had made new friends and started thinking about leaving my job. I was still very much living in my overdraft and doggy-paddling my way through my student-loan debt and, aside from my sad bank balance, the fear of failure held me back. I would look at other women in the industries I wanted to be in who were doing amazing work on social media and instantly develop chronic comparisonitis and retreat to my comfort cave of doom in a job that I secretly hated.

Although I’d built a community of new friends and work colleagues, I had absolutely zero presence online. In the business world, I simply didn’t exist. I’d pulled a Houdini on LinkedIn a few years previously because I was sick of receiving cold sales messages and my Instagram account was full of pictures of my dog, cheese fondue and the occasional thirst trap. My digital footprint was non-existent. That, combined with the fact that the idea of going to a networking event and ‘selling myself’ to a group of corporate stuffy strangers made me feel violently ill, meant that there was a lot of work for me to do.

I had the itch to quit and it wouldn’t go away. I lay awake at night romanticising a new freelance life. My dream was to travel and work and I knew this was the only way I was going to be able to do it. On an idle Friday one April, after a terrible week at work, I found myself on the Tube feeling totally and utterly burnt out by my job. It wasn’t just the long hours, the ‘he-went-to-Elevenerife-if-you-went-to-Tenerife’ office hierarchy and one-upmanship, or the unnecessarily wordy emails; I came to a realisation that I was completely unfulfilled, and I couldn’t shake it off. When I got to the office, I impulsively handed in my notice.

As someone who thrives under pressure and typically throws themselves in at the deep end, this left me with no choice but to get off my arse and go and find some work. The following Monday, after a weekend of saying ‘what the hell have I done?’ out loud to myself, I sent an email to everyone I had ever worked with and let them know I’d gone freelance.

I was lucky enough to pick up a three-day-a-week contract, which would cover my rent and bills and allowed me time to work on growing my own brand. I even faced my fear of networking (which is not as bad as you think – I promise; we’re going to talk about that later) and, as a result, I managed to pick up more work. I suddenly had the freedom to do what I wanted and build something of my own. I worked on a few really crappy jobs at the beginning, learnt from the horrible mistake of working without a contract, got ghosted on a few invoices and faced repeated rejections. I worked 13-hour days and weekends, and eventually managed to save enough to take a trip around South East Asia while working on client projects remotely.

During my time away, I started to receive messages about a ‘mystery virus’. As the weeks went on, the tone of the messages became more and more serious and, while I was in Vietnam, the mask rule was implemented and things began to shut down rapidly. A week after I landed back home in the UK, we went into lockdown. I spent a few days chatting with friends via the Houseparty app, ate chocolate for breakfast and even attended a thirtieth birthday party that was hosted in a Facebook group with a live-streamed DJ. Like many of us, I thought that it was a holiday and a chance to put my feet up for a bit – Covid-19 would be gone in a few weeks and normal life would resume.

Normal life did not resume: my upcoming projects, and subsequently my income, were paused or cancelled, and all of my revenue for the foreseeable dried up within a matter of days. There I was, once again, in my overdraft from my trip and with hefty London rent due.

I spent three days listening to my ‘wallowing-in-self-pity’ playlist and eating frozen pizzas while simultaneously panicking and calling my landlord asking for a rent holiday. After three days of staring at the walls, alternating between crying and laughing, I caved and started looking at full-time jobs. But, deep down, I knew that I had to make this work. I knew I was going to have to resurrect my LinkedIn profile that had been collecting internet dust, work on my visibility and get myself out there, and fast.

That was where my venture into online community-building began. I started with no following or subscribers; literally nothing: nada, zilch. After a kick up the butt from the ‘stop-complaining-and-start-doing’ voice in my head, I took the first step towards building my community organically from scratch and created my social media profiles.

Since then, it’s been a whirlwind and I’m so grateful to have a community that I can share the highs (as well as the lows) with, talk to and learn from. So, if you’re looking for something long-lasting and a tribe that roots for you, then buckle up – there’s a lesson in store for you below.

Who Are You Talking To?

Before we dive into the ways that you’re going to grow your very own thriving online community of cheerleaders, it’s important that you understand the difference between an audience and a community. This is key as, quite often, a business has an audience, but what we should be striving for is a community.

Let’s break it down:

Audience: an audience is a group of people who follow you, subscribe to your channels, talk to you and connect with you on an individual level. They create a dialogue with you when prompted and engage with you in a singular sense.

Community: a community is a group of people who connect with you, engage with your content and talk to you. They go to the pub on a Friday and tell their friends about you, share your content with their own communities, advocate for your products and services, embed your business deeply into their lives and stay loyal to you. They talk to other members of your community and build connections which you facilitate which, in turn, builds a deep and strong emotional connection.

At the beginning of my freelance journey, I was struggling to find clients and came across an advert on Reddit from a fintech company looking for a marketing specialist. We had a call and I asked them to explain a little more about their business. They told me about their product and I asked them what methods they were using to nurture their existing community and attract potential new members through digital marketing and social media. Their answers were pretty vague and their content was all centred around sales and promotional messages about how great their product was.

They described their audience as a community throughout the call. They self-congratulated their efforts endlessly. It got to the point when I sincerely began to wonder whether it was a sales call and my data had been sold to them or they were going to ask me to invest in their business. After our call, I was intrigued to learn more about their ‘disruptive’ approach to community-building. I typed their brand name into Twitter, where I found hundreds of tweets from angry customers, describing their experience with the business as ‘like visiting hell for the weekend and forgetting sunscreen but 10x worse’.

Even worse, none of the ‘community’ tweets had been responded to. I wondered if the brand account was perhaps dormant, so I got my FBI on and did some more digging . . . aha, it was not. The cherry on top of the community disaster? The business was still promoting its products in between receiving public complaints.

I want to state here that no business is perfect; we’re all human and we all make mistakes. There will be times throughout your journey when you’re going to mess up, and some problems are out of our hands. However, on this occasion, there were a number of gigantic waving red flags that could have been avoided that we can all learn from:

•The company chose not to acknowledge its customers’ frustrations, neglected their questions and left them hanging.
•It showed no remorse for its bad service.
•It continued to promote its business while it had a backlog of complaints, sending the message that it cared more about making money than looking after its valued customers.
 

Eek . . . What message does this send to potential customers who may be researching the business?

Until we really craft a community strategy and put our existing community at the heart of our message, we can’t attract new communities and expect to grow. I want you to remember this: your existing community – your first 100 customers – are your biggest advocates. They are your ambassadors and your best cheerleaders. You’d better give them good lovin’ because they are going to be gold dust for your growth. They’re going to give you feedback, share your work and talk about you with their friends. Your first customers and clients are going to be the ones who transition you from audience to community, so you gotta treat them good and reward them.

‘Hey, bestie’

Once upon a time, while scrolling through TikTok, a video appeared of a young girl applying make-up. She started the video by saying, ‘Hey, bestie, today I’m going to show you my first-date effortless-cool-girl make-up look.’ I thought it was a bit weird that she had addressed me as her best mate, but I carried on eating my granola and got on with the rest of my day. As the weeks went on, TikTok comment sections started filling with comments such as: ‘Bestie served the goods’, ‘No bestie don’t go back to him you deserve better’, ‘Bestie, drop the hair routine’.

Due to the rise of ‘real’ and raw content birthed through TikTok and its instantaneous and unfiltered nature, TikTokers were now calling strangers on the internet ‘bestie’. This familiarity is a reflection of the intimacy and vulnerability shared in these spaces. TikTokers have the right to call their community ‘besties’ because they’ve worked hard to grow their engaged communities by sharing snippets of their lives and building a rapport.

Businesses now use the word ‘community’ in the same way that TikTokers call their followers ‘bestie’. The difference is, many businesses haven’t earnt the right to label their audience a community because they haven’t yet created a community-focused strategy. Using the word ‘community’ to describe an audience is a tactic often used by businesses to appear more ‘human’ and caring. As a result, the lines have blurred and it’s now become a widespread phrase used flippantly and without true context or meaning when describing an online following. Brands and creators will talk about their ‘engaged community’ when, in reality, what they have is an audience. It gives off the same energy as that infamous celeb couple that gets engaged really quickly and breaks up one month later. Community growth takes time, commitment and nurturing. You have to get to know your community, spend time with them and listen.

Why Does It Matter?

Over the years, I’ve managed social media accounts with over 1 million followers and social media accounts with under 10,000 followers. Nine times out ten, when I get an enquiry from a business and ask them what they want to gain from a community-focused digital strategy, they’ll say, ‘We want to reach 10,000 YouTube subscribers by the end of the year’ or ‘I want to grow my email list to 100,000 subscribers’ or ‘We’ve set a target of 70,000 Instagram followers by the end of the year’, and when I ask why, there’s usually no reason other than ‘We want to grow’ or ‘Having lots of fans and followers makes you look more legit’. At this point I really want to stress this: it’s so much more powerful to have a smaller engaged community of people who absolutely love what you do than hundreds of thousands of people who are on the fence and not truly invested in your business and your big vision. This concept rang particularly true when an influencer named @Arii was unable to sell 36 T-shirts that she had designed to her 2 million+ followers.1 Sure, she had an audience of millions, but she hadn’t nurtured them into a community and therefore they didn’t feel compelled to support her venture into merchandise.

The truth is, social media has changed so much and it continues to do so all of the time. As users, we expect more from the platforms and we expect businesses to adapt and embrace the changes and, in turn, keep us engaged along the way.

There was a time long ago when I could upload a picture of my dry-looking Nando’s, whack a filter and a few irrelevant #s on it and the engagement would be amazing. Sadly, it takes more than some peri-peri fries and a dodgy-looking pita bread to drive interest now.

Back in the early days of social media, creators could post once a month on YouTube and still grow, and brands could upload a picture of a product on Facebook and it would immediately generate sales. However, as platforms have grown and become more saturated, consumers have become more sceptical about advertising and marketing tactics in tandem. They crave more: they want to feel like more than just a number and want to feel connected and part of a community where they’re valued and their time, energy and commitment to businesses are recognised. With so much competition out there, it’s our job as business owners to show our communities that they are valued and that we do care.

Making meaningful connections

What this means is that you have an amazing opportunity to amplify your unique story and create something impactful. You have the chance to magnetise a group of people who truly love your product and your work. You get the chance to facilitate some amazing connections! So, before we move on and learn how you can harness your meaningful tribe, I want to remind you to not let saturation scare you. The world is big enough for all of us.

As we progress through the learnings within this book, I want you to think about the ways in which you can encourage your community to participate together; how you can grow a tribe of people who truly believe in you and champion you and recommend you to their own communities. The businesses that invest in growing meaningful conversations are the ones that stick around for the long haul. Let’s take IKEA for example. It has a whole Co-Creation lab which sparks conversations on social media about living with pets, holds feedback sessions on prototypes and creates a constant feedback loop where it asks for suggestions from its community based on their lifestyle and motivations.2 On the flip side, time and again I have seen brands, businesses and creators that haven’t spent time effectively harnessing a truly invested community fail.

Remember, it doesn’t matter if you don’t have tens of thousands of fans and followers yet! Don’t ever let those metrics make you feel inferior; I always say it’s about quality over quantity.

The Power of the Modern Community

The year 2020 completely changed the way brands attracted new audiences and nurtured them into communities. The way users interacted with social media channels flipped on its head as a result of the global Covid-19 lockdowns; suddenly we were all sitting at home in our pyjamas, unsure what day of the week it was while consuming content at a record-breaking high and questioning our entire existence and what we truly cared about. Days merged into one and we fled to our phones to escape. As our collective introspection took place, we had more content to consume than ever before.

In tandem with the UK lockdown and increased scrolling time, the George Floyd tragedy prompted current and existing employees of companies to come forward and share their experience of racial prejudice in the workplace and, as a result, became a catalyst for conversations and questions between brands and their communities. Consumers began asking questions about businesses’ values and businesses were expected to share how they were going to do better for the world, their employees and their communities – and rightly so. With so much choice available to us now as consumers, we want to know where our hard-earnt money is going and we want to invest it into businesses that have morals, stand for important causes and are committed to doing better, not just externally, but internally too. One study revealed that 61 per cent of consumers said they are more likely to shop with a company that treats its employees well.3

Before the global pandemic, social media was a place we’d log on to, stalk our old school friends’ wedding pictures, maybe take a peep at our ex’s new squeeze, upload our snazzy holiday snaps, watch a flat-pack furniture tutorial and share memes with our friends. Businesses would use the space to share updates and show off new products and services; it was a primary marketing tool. Although some brands were using the channels to be slightly more disruptive and create conversations, the majority were using it as a space to sell. But Covid-19 changed everything.

Throughout the pandemic, businesses had to increase their dialogue with their communities in order to stay visible. With the closure of retail stores and in-person events, many businesses had to establish or increase their presence online to reach their communities. My hospitality clients went from IRL wine bars to delivering e-commerce experiences with virtual wine tastings; my fashion clients pivoted collections to suit the ‘loungewear’ boom and ran interactive livestreams showcasing new collections and live shopping instead of in-store previews; my service-provider clients hosted live Q&As via Zoom; and my musician clients switched from in-person events to livestreams that their fans could interact with. Suddenly, our favourite businesses and creators were at our fingertips and ready to talk to us in ways we hadn’t imagined before.

This trend in ongoing dialogue has continued and we’re now using the online space in a completely different way: we use social media to learn, have conversations and research businesses. With this major shift in our behaviour, brands have had to pivot their strategies, and fast. Many businesses began using Messenger and WhatsApp to maintain conversation and service with their communities and, as a result, we still expect this immediacy.

When thinking about your own community strategy, I’d love for you to factor this in and start to think about how you plan to maintain and manage conversations. Community management (responding to your community, facilitating conversations) is one of my favourite parts of community growth, and I’ve dedicated a whole chapter to it later in the book (Chapter 9), but it’s important that you’re aware as we progress that facilitating continuous conversations is key.

The Art of Balanced Conversation

When I was 16 I decided I was a vegetarian and, ironically, got my first job working on the meat and fish counter at a supermarket. I had to be there at 6am every Saturday to set up the counter, load it with ice and lay out the fish. Aside from starting at an unholy hour and leaving smelling like an old tin of tuna, I also had a challenging colleague who I’m going to call Vicky. Vicky would come into work late, talk over me, yawn whenever I spoke and never show an inch of interest in my life. I would spend every Saturday enduring the latest drama in her life and listening to her complain about her boyfriend, never getting a word in edgeways. It was the worst.

After my stint in gutting fish, I went on to work as a waitress in a restaurant while I was at college, which was where I met Michelle and observed her charismatic energy. Michelle was funny, charming and couldn’t have been more enthusiastic about the guests in the restaurant. She would always greet them with a sincere smile and address them by their first name with open arms. She would ask how they were and genuinely want to know the answer. Michelle would remember intricate details like the guests’ children’s and pets’ names. She would always ask how their experience was and apologise and address any complaints quickly and efficiently. Everyone loved Michelle and spoke highly of her when she wasn’t around. She made me feel part of the team and would always be sure to introduce me to regulars I hadn’t met before and include me in conversations.

We can learn a thing or two from Michelle:

•Treat your customers like individuals and don’t assume they’re all the same.
•Ask questions and get to know them beyond the surface level.
•Get their feedback regularly and implement it.
•Own up to mistakes and rectify them quickly.
•Show enthusiasm and gratitude for their loyalty.
•Let them be part of the conversation.
•Don’t be a Vicky.
 

Community-building online is very similar to community-building offline: it’s a two-way street and listening is just as important as interacting. Never stop being curious.

When thinking about your community, it’s important to remember to treat your communication the same as you would with a real-life conversation. I’m sure you have enough self-awareness to know that sitting at the dinner table and reeling off every single life achievement down to winning the egg-and-spoon race in Year 2, is going to get pretty dull and annoying after a while, so why would it be any different for your business?

When thinking about your content moving forward, I want you to continue to ask yourself: am I a Vicky or a Michelle? Talking about your business, your achievements and selling yourself is still a crucial part of your community-growth strategy, but it’s important to take the 80/20 rule, aka give to your community and add value through 80 per cent of your content and sell with the other 20 per cent.

80 per cent giving: value, humour, behind-the-scenes, educational, inspiring and conversational content.

20 per cent selling your business.

We’re going to talk through your content pillars and how you deliver your message in Chapter 6, but, for now, I want you to embody Michelle and start thinking about how you can make your community feel extra special.

Tip: when you’re planning your content, use the content planner provided in the resources hub. In the column titled ‘post purpose’, write down whether the post is there to sell, add value, provide humour, behind-the-scenes content, inspiring content or conversational content and work out whether your content is on track to stay in line with the 80/20 rule.

The Three Cs of Community Growth

Hopefully by now you’re beginning to understand why vanity metrics, such as number of followers and subscribers, aren’t the be-all and end-all of growth and you can see that a loyal and engaged community of people who champion you is where the real magic happens.

Over the last decade, I’ve watched the rise (and fall) of many communities and have obsessed over the details of the strategies different businesses have implemented to grow their own successful tribe. I’ve watched creators grow at rocket speed, and others fizzle out because they haven’t managed to differentiate themselves and truly understand what it takes to grow a real community. I’ve analysed businesses and creators, monitored platforms and watched new features take off and fall away as users ran to engage or let them fall by the wayside. Throughout this time I’ve pinned successful community-building on what I call the ‘three Cs’. We’ll explore all of these in detail in the chapters that follow, but, for now, here are the headlines:
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Connection

Facilitating conversations

It doesn’t matter how pretty your business looks, no one wants to talk to a brick wall. Create space within your digital channels to facilitate meaningful on- and offline conversations between you and your community while allowing them to also connect with each other and bond over shared interests and desires.

Community participation

Have you ever tried to play hide-and-seek alone? I’m going to assume no, because, firstly, it would be weird, but also it would be really boring. Give your community the opportunity to get involved and participate by sharing thoughts around developments and progression in your business, products and services. This is always going to provide value: give, give, give value before asking for anything in return.

Varied connectivity points

Create a variety of places that live within your community ecosystem – such as social media, blogs, email and intimate spaces – that members can engage with and reach you on (one-on-one and in groups), depending on their preferred communication styles.

Creation

Creating with your community in mind

I once bought my sister tickets to see my favourite band for Christmas. She and I did not have similar music tastes back then and she was visibly annoyed when she realised what I’d done: I’d bought something I wanted without thinking about her. That’s why it’s important to always ask yourself how this serves your community before ideating and planning, understanding what they need from you before you create. As well as serving your community and putting them front of mind, it’s important to find your creative flow. Consumers can see through inauthentic growth tactics – the businesses that stand out are those that dare to be creative.

Continuing to innovate

The most damaging mentality you can adopt when growing a community is ‘We’ve always done it this way and it’s always worked for us.’ Continuing to trial new things is key to keeping your community engaged and in it for the long haul.

Embracing new features

Never shy away from embracing new features, particularly those that facilitate connection and participation. Be the leader in your industry and the first to try and you will be rewarded.

Consistency

Staying on brand

From your visuals to your messaging, ensure your community is always aligned with your mission and pursuit and how it impacts their lives and positively influences their purchasing decisions.

Consistently communicating

Find a rhythm and workflow that you can stick to, creating a schedule that is realistic to execute with the resource that you have available. Consistency is not about posting 14 times a day for the sake of visibility; it’s about creating content that consistently aligns with your values and your community’s.

Consistently aspiring to improve

Complacency is the killer of growth. Review your performance, be honest with yourself and look at your analytics to understand where your key opportunities sit. This will be paramount to understanding where to elevate and the journey you’ll take your community on next.

As we move through the rest of this book and learn the ways in which you can start to nurture your own blossoming community, I would love for you to start thinking about the three Cs of community growth for your own business. Within the next chapter, we’re going to uncover your values and what you stand for – this will also help you contextualise your three Cs moving forward.

Chapter recap

•Can you now summarise the difference between an audience and a community? Start to use this insight when you’re using social media and observe how other businesses are doing it. Are they encouraging conversations or interacting with their audience on a singular level?
•Moving forward, when planning your content, remember to give 80 per cent value (as a minimum) through your content and sell with the remaining 20 per cent.
•Looking at your existing content (if you have any), are you fostering an audience or a community?
•Come back to the three Cs of connection, creation and consistency before you start creating your content.




Chapter 10

Keep Your Creative Juices Flowing

‘One day you’ll get to my age, 85, and you’ll not give a damn about what anyone else thinks and wish you could do it all again.’

Anne Gibbins, TikTok fanatic and my nan

Growing a community isn’t always sunshine and roses. There are times when you may struggle to put yourself out there or feel like your content is ‘flopping’. You’ll ebb in and out of your groove and I want you to know that feeling this way is so normal. The rollercoaster ride can often have a knock-on effect when it comes to our creativity and ability to come up with ideas for our community. In this chapter, we’re going to cover how to stay motivated and creative when you’re struggling with being visible and when negative self-talk Tina pops up (see page 63) and you feel like throwing in the towel.

The Perils of Creative Burnout

In 2020 my business grew very quickly and, if I’m totally honest, I wasn’t ready for it. As lots of businesses pivoted throughout the Covid-19 pandemic to focus on their online sales and marketing, the demand for social media and digital marketing sky-rocketed. I suddenly went from being a contracted freelancer to a fully booked business owner with a waiting list. On top of ideating content ideas, marketing strategies, creating content and pulling reports for clients, I was also working on admin, finance, marketing, sales, discovery calls, proposals and managing a small team for my own business.

After six months of 7am starts and 12am finishes I became totally and utterly burnt out to the point that my hair started to fall out and I was having severe heart palpitations. In today’s society, the phrase ‘burnout’ has become a bit of a buzzword and, in many ways, a very sad symbolic badge of honour – a signal to our peers that we’re dedicating so much to our work that our bodies and minds have failed us.

Not only was my physical health suffering, my mind was all over the place too. I couldn’t think straight, I had severe creative block and I felt totally fatigued and out of things to talk about. It was as if my creative tank had run out of petrol – aka creative juices – and I was left feeling like a total zombie.

I found it hard to hold a conversation with my nearest and dearest, let alone think about big ideas and conceptualise content for myself and clients. I felt so unwell that I couldn’t interact with my own community and ended up resisting social media altogether. It had completely broken me and the thought of opening my apps filled me with dread.

In the end, I was told to take time off by my doctor and I took some time away from work and caught my breath for a while. I want to stress here that I am not proud of letting
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