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PREFACE: COMMUNITY MANUAL

If you’re reading this, it means that you’re one of my core community members. So
in the spirit of appreciating our communities - thank you!

As I write this, we're in a third COVID induced lockdown here in the UK. I feel like
we're all craving community more than ever. Many of the community activites we
took for granted are now sorely missed. Live gigs and events have been replaced
with endless Zoom quizzes. Our filtered Instagram feeds aren't exactly giving us a
sense of belonging either.

However, this is not a book musing on the role of community in society. There are
far wiser authors than I who tackle those topics. This is a book for entrepreneurs.
For those visionaries who are passionate about bringing people together around
their ideas. It's marketing heavy. It's super actionable. It's a playbook, sharing all I
know on the subject of community - as well as insights from some incredibly
inspiring individuals.

I aim to break down the broad, intangible concepts around community and make
them practically applicable for your business. This is a book that values people, not
just profit. A book that champions the idea of building something bigger than
yourself.

Growing up I was a huge fan of the band
Interpol. Their early albums still hold a
dear place in my heart. Being a slightly
nerdy teenager, I decided to channel my
website building skills into creating an
Interpol fan-site. The site shared various
media, photos and band news. But what
made it special was it’s message-board.

I set up a basic forum for fellow fans of
the band to hang out. I had tons of fun
connecting with like-minded folks and
making friends in that forum.

https://www.tomross.co
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What started as a few die-hard fans chatting online soon blossomed into a real
community. At the time of its closure, the forum had amassed thousands of
members and over 250,000 posts! Some of the most engaged members seemed
to spend their lives there. I had to enlist a team of moderators just to keep up with
all the activity. I believe at one point the forum was actually seeing more activity
than the official band forum. My favourite moment was when a long-distance
romantic relationship formed between an American fan and an Australian fan.

A few years later I was in the final stage of London’s ‘Young Entrepreneur of the
Year’ competition. I had made it through several rounds of the competition,
competing with thousands of budding young entrepreneurs nationally. There were
a few dozen entrepreneurs in this final phase, and it occurred to me that there was
no central place for them to communicate. I decided to set up a basic Facebook
group and word quickly spread amongst the finalists. Soon we had a buzzing
community where these young entrepreneurs could easily network and help one
another.

I loved building communities like these growing up. The trouble was, I never figured
out to monetise them. For me, they were always something I did for fun. I loved
bringing together like-minded people. I loved the challenge of taking a community
from an empty vessel to a thriving hub of activity. I loved the friends and
connections I made along the way.

However, as I got older, it dawned on me… ‘If
I want to do this internet thing for a living, I
need to figure out how to make some
money’. I remember Googling ‘internet
marketing’ - after all, those guys knew how
to make lots of money online right?

I’m sure you can guess the kinds of content that came up. Sleaze city. The majority
of content was telling you how to ‘X10 your blog traffic!’ Or ‘get more website
visitors fast!’. Keep in mind this was pre-social media.

I dived in and learned as much as I could. Even though a lot of it felt pretty sleazy, I
did pick up tons of good information around list building, website conversions and
many other essential marketing practices.

The issue was, these marketers were talking a lot about making money and driving
traffic, but not much about building community.

https://www.tomross.co
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I took the tactics I had learned and decided to start a blog - one of the earliest
Photoshop tutorial blogs. By my second month blogging I was driving 100,000
visitors per month. Pretty soon over 250,000 per month. The traffic-driving tactics
I’d internalised from these marketers was
working! I felt like I’d made it. I’d tell friends
proudly about the millions of visitors my
blog was attracting.

Reality hit a couple of years later. I felt totally unfulfilled and stuck. Despite driving
over 15 million visitors to my biog, my engagement sucked. Hardly any of the
visitors bothered to leave comments on my content. I often felt like I was talking to
myself. I made some revenue from advertising and later a membership site.
However, it was an unenjoyable operation. I didn’t really know what my audience
wanted from me, and the revenue, whilst enough to help pay my way through
university, certainly wasn’t anything that could support me longer term.

It wasn’t until I dug deeper into my Google analytics that I saw what was going on.
Underneath those impressive traffic stats, the real story was starkly disappointing.
My average time on site was awful. My bounce rate was high. It seemed that the
traffic I was driving wasn’t sticking around, and it certainly wasn’t buying. I hadn’t
built a community, I’d built a giant bucket, and water was leaking from it faster than
it was entering. The whole thing felt hollow. I felt hollow.

It was around this time I found some better business mentors. They began to show
me that being an online entrepreneur wasn’t about ‘driving insane traffic’. It was
about serving an engaged and carefully defined audience. It was about bringing
value. It was about building something meaningful and sustainable. It felt like the
biggest relief. Suddenly, my innate love for building communities felt validated.
Maybe I could be a successful entrepreneur and a community builder after all.

When I started my next venture, and my current company, Design Cuts, I had one
goal in mind:

BUILD THE MOST ENGAGED COMMUNITY I’D EVER SEEN.

I literally didn’t have revenue goals. I didn’t
have member growth goals.

https://www.tomross.co


All I knew is that after building a giant audience of folk who didn’t care, I wanted to
build one where they did. The number of followers or volume of traffic didn’t matter
to me. I just knew that I wanted each and every person on our platform to give a
crap!

What followed was the most rewarding and intense period of my life. Our company
flew, it went like a rocket. Entirely bootstrapped and with no funding, it spread like
crazy. Community was at the heart of it all. Whereas before I had an empty vessel,
we had now built truly the most engaged community I’d ever seen. Our members
raved about us. They told their friends. They purchased repeatedly from us. They
were vocal and supportive. They were our biggest cheerleaders. They became
genuine friends.

I won’t say it was easy. In fact it was the hardest, most gruelling and intense period
of my life. I even ended up hospitalising myself from overwork, and a naive
resistance to delegation (but that’s a whole other story). However, it was undeniable
that community was, and remains our secret sauce.

That is why I’m so committed to helping others to harness the power of community.
That’s why I want to leave a legacy of entrepreneurs who care more about their
people than the ego-charged numbers we all chase on social media.

THAT’S WHY I WROTE THIS BOOK.

And so, I entrust to you. Everything I know on the subject, organised and available.
Use it wisely, make a positive impact, and most of all, care.
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CHAPTER 1:
EARLY DIRECTION AND CLARITY

When you’re looking to build community, it’s imperative to set a strong foundation
and begin with clarity.

Early clarity will inform all of your efforts to follow.

Without clarity, you may build a community filled with the wrong people, who don’t
engage, don’t care and won’t ever buy from you.

DEFINE YOUR TOPIC:

When deciding what topic your community should be focused on, you should start
by asking yourself the following questions:

01. WHAT SUBJECTS ARE YOU PASSIONATE ABOUT?

02. WHAT CAN’T YOU SHUT UP ABOUT?

03. WHAT SUBJECTS ALLOW YOU TO EASILY GENERATE A LOT OF IDEAS?

04. WHAT ARE YOU SKILLED IN?

https://www.tomross.co
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A PASSION FOR SPACE
One of my coaching students, Toby, is working to build his personal
brand.

Initially, Toby was creating viral social media videos for others, and
sharing awesome behind-the-scenes content along the way. I’m sure
this could have been a great niche, but Toby confessed he wasn’t
feeling that passionate about it. It turned out Toby was far more excited
to start producing social media content explaining the nature of the
universe!

In his words “I was struggling to come up with 5 content ideas for any
other topic, but with this universe topic I could immediately think of 30
or more!”.

By following his heart, Toby is now thrilled to launch his new channel:
Epic Spaceman!

COMMUNITY MANUAL | TOM ROSS
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Following your passion often leads you
down the path of least resistance. If ideas,
content and motivation come more easily,
that’s a great sign that you’ve picked a
good topic for your community.

https://www.tomross.co
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DEFINE YOUR AUDIENCE:

When it comes to communities, not all of them are viable. It’s important to serve a
community of people that you will feel excited about showing up for each day, and
who can help you to build a thriving business.

Here are some vital questions to consider in terms of the people you’re considering
showing up for:

DO YOU LIKE THEM?
It’s so important that you like the people in your community. So much of
community building is about building relationships. If you don’t resonate with the
people in your community, you will find it impossible to consistently show up for
them.

DO YOU UNDERSTAND THEM?
The best community builders can empathise with and deeply understand their
community members. They know their wants, needs, fears and struggles. The
deeper you understand your community members, the stronger a connection you
can build.

ARE YOU CREDIBLE TO THEM?
It’s no good trying to build a community of awesome people if you can’t be a good
community leader. If your early community doesn’t trust and respect you, they
won’t stick around.

CAN THEY PAY YOU?
This point is crucial. I’ve built so many communities which ended up being nothing
more than a hobby, as it was impossible to monetise the community members
inside.

LET’S USE THIS EXERCISE TO DEFINE OUR AUDIENCE:

01. DO YOU LIKE THEM?

03. ARE YOU CREDIBLE TO THEM?

02. DO YOU UNDERSTAND THEM?

04. CAN THEY PAY YOU?

https://www.tomross.co
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A COMMUNITY THAT FAILED
When I was younger, my friend and I tried building a community
platform for unsigned bands. Not only was our execution pretty shoddy,
but it soon became clear that it would be hard to monetise. After all,
struggling, unsigned bands don’t tend to have much of a budget! You
will vastly increase your chances of building a successful business
around your community, if it is filled with people who can actually afford
your chosen monetisation model.

01. 02.

03.

DO YOU LIKE THEM? DO YOU UNDERSTAND THEM?

ARE YOU CREDIBLE TO THEM?

I liked the bands, but truthfully,
could have had a stronger bond with
them.

We had a good understanding of our
audience, as we ourselves were in an
unsigned band looking for exposure.

Our credibility wasn't established, but
the bands were so grateful for the help,
they did trust our platform from the
offset.

Unfortunately it turns out bands
(especially amateur ones) have no
budget! It would be nearly impossible to
earn a living serving this community.

04. CAN THEY PAY YOU?

COMMUNITY MANUAL | TOM ROSS
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VALIDATE DEMAND:
The communities that thrive are often catering to a high level of demand.

DEMAND CAN BE MEASURED AS A COMBINATION OF THE FOLLOWING:

▪ MARKET SIZE:
How many people are interested in your community topic?

▪ COMPETITION:
Are these people currently well served by existing communities in this space?

▪ PASSION:
How much do these people care about your community’s topic/focus?

THEREFORE A COMMUNITY WITH A HIGHER CHANCE OF SUCCESS WILL TYPICALLY HAVE:

▪ A sufficient number of potential community members

▪ Potential community members that are not over-served by an abundance of
existing, similar communities

▪ Potential community members that care deeply about your community’s
purpose/focus
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MARKET SIZE

PASSIONCOMPETITION

DEMAND
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DO YOUR RESEARCH!

In order to ascertain these things, it’s important that you dive into research mode.
Try to find existing communities that serve the audience you plan on serving. Can
you find existing groups on social media? Can you find message boards, websites,
publications or prominent social influencers? Look through the community
interactions in these places - do people seem to passionately care? Are they filled
with positive, engaged people, or are some of these communities a haven for
negative haters and trolls?

A QUICK EXERCISE TO HELP:

Try completing the following exercise. 10 is ‘extremely high’ and 1 is ‘extremely low’.

For ’Size of target market’ 10 would be an enormous market, such as food lovers or
fitness enthusiasts.

In the case of passion, a topic such as feminism would score very highly, as it’s a
cause that some people care very deeply about.

By contrast, if you started a community around candle wicks, there are likely far
less people interested in this topic. Those that are, will likely not have an extreme
passion for the subject!

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

SIZE OF TARGET
MARKET

LEVEL OF EXISTING
COMPETITION

TARGET MARKET’S
LEVEL OF PASSION

https://www.tomross.co
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A common mistake folk make is trying to cater to the biggest market possible.
Often these are the markets that are rife with competition, and totally over-served.
Therefore demand for ‘yet another community’ in this space is relatively low. By
contrast, smaller communities focused around more niche interests will often
attract super passionate members.

If you want to start a fitness community in 2021, it’s not impossible, but it will be
extremely hard to break through all of the noise and competition in that market.
You’ll also be coming up against some very established, successful, experienced
players, with far greater resources than you have.

HERE’S HOW THE POTENTIAL FOR A TYPICAL FITNESS COMMUNITY MAY LOOK.

There is an enormous potential market in the fitness space, but with this comes an
equally enormous amount of competition. It’s fair to say that this space has
become over-served. Making it as a fitness influencer or community on social
media is nowhere near as easy as it was 10 years ago.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

SIZE OF TARGET
MARKET

LEVEL OF EXISTING
COMPETITION

TARGET MARKET’S
LEVEL OF PASSION

https://www.tomross.co
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A FITNESS COMMUNITY WITH A DIFFERENCE
Let’s look at one of my favourite community case studies:
NerdFitness.com. As you’d expect from the domain, this genius
community has successfully niched by conflating two different
audience groups: fitness enthusiasts and nerds!

AS A RESULT, THEIR BREAKDOWN LOOKS SOMETHING LIKE THIS:
As demonstrated by their thriving community, there are hundreds of
thousands of self-professed ‘nerds’ out there who are also interested in
fitness. This may be a drop in the ocean, compared to the hundreds of
millions of folk interested in general fitness, but it’s certainly large
enough to sustain a thriving business.

This community is also incredibly passionate! They love to geek out
over Comic Con and also deadlifting! Despite the clear opportunity for
community in this niche, I'm not aware of any direct competitors -
making Nerd Fitness the obvious choice for their members.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

SIZE OF TARGET
MARKET

LEVEL OF EXISTING
COMPETITION

TARGET MARKET’S
LEVEL OF PASSION
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VALIDATION FORMULA:
Use this simple formula to validate the demand for your intended community:

RESULTS GUIDE:

SIZE OF YOUR TARGET MARKET

LEVEL OF YOUR EXISTING COMPETITION

YOUR TARGET MARKET’S
LEVEL OF PASSIONX = DEMAND

DEMAND
HOW EASY IT WILL BE FOR YOUR COMMUNITY TO SUCCEED

(WITH EXCELLENT EXECUTION)

1-4 VERY DIFFICULT TO SUCCEED

5-9 DIFFICULT TO SUCCEED

10-14 REASONABLE CHANCE AT SUCCESS

15-19 GREAT CHANCE AT SUCCESS

20+ AMAZING OPPORTUNITY TO SUCCEED

https://www.tomross.co
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To use the earlier examples in the fitness space:

GENERALISED FITNESS COMMUNITY:

NERD FITNESS:

PLEASE NOTE:
This formula is not a strict guide, but just a framework to help you structure and
think about these things.

Your numbers will also likely change over time, based on varying levels of
competition in your space, fluctuations in community interest etc…

SIZE OF
TARGET MARKET

LEVEL OF
EXISTING COMPETITION

TARGET MARKET’S
LEVEL OF PASSION

DEMAND

X10 10 4 4/ =

SIZE OF
TARGET MARKET

LEVEL OF
EXISTING COMPETITION

TARGET MARKET’S
LEVEL OF PASSION

DEMAND

X3 1 9 27/ =

https://www.tomross.co
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EXERCISE:

Run your proposed community through this framework and subsequent formula.

If you’re not happy with the results, consider adjusting/pivoting your approach.

■ Figure out an angle where your community will feel more passionate and
connected to your cause.

■ Figure out a more narrowly focused niche, to eliminate the bulk of competition.

■ Then re-run the numbers for your updated approach and see what your new
result is.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

SIZE OF TARGET
MARKET

LEVEL OF EXISTING
COMPETITION

TARGET MARKET’S
LEVEL OF PASSION

SIZE OF
TARGET MARKET

LEVEL OF
EXISTING COMPETITION

TARGET MARKET’S
LEVEL OF PASSION

DEMAND

X/ =

https://www.tomross.co
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WHY COMMUNITY MATTERS
Mac Reddin is a recent acquaintance of mine and we connected over
our love of community building. Mac is writing his own book on
community in business, and started communityled.com to champion
founders who value community. He is also the founder of
Commsor.com an incredible tool that consolidates all of your
community data and empowers founders to build a community-led
company. Mac was kind enough to share his thoughts and lessons on
community:

COMMUNITY IS NOT TRANSACTIONAL

Mac explained how community is not transactional, and hence can
cause some resistance from founders. It’s not as simple as ‘put $2 in,
get $3 out’. Community is a long-term play, and the benefits are often
not immediately or directly measurable. In Mac’s words ‘any
relationship takes time to build, hence community building is delayed
gratification’.

COMMUNITY-LED BUSINESSES ARE STRONGEST

In Mac’s own research, he discovered that community-led businesses
are inherently more resilient. As the pandemic wreaked havoc across
most industries, Mac noted how the businesses that had fostered a
strong community for years previously were the ones to weather the
storm of COVID most successfully.

COMMUNITY MANUAL | TOM ROSS
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The inbuilt loyalty and retention that stemmed from these communities
became a life-raft for many businesses.

TIDES ARE CHANGING

Mac spoke about a huge rise in community-focused jobs. He feels
more companies are starting to wake up to the power of community,
and subsequently roles such as ‘community manager’ are increasingly
in demand. In Mac’s words ‘community managers have been shouting
about community for 20 years, but the C-suite are finally waking up!’.

DEFINE YOUR ‘WHY’

Mac explained how most communities fail as they haven’t defined the
‘why’. They get people in, then silence. It’s a leaky bucket. Any
community builder must answer the question: ‘Why should I join your
community and why should I care to participate?’. The attention
economy means that time is people’s most precious asset.

PEOPLE, NOT PLATFORM

In a world obsessed with tools, platforms and features, Mac discussed
how community is not the platform you use, it is the network people
you bring together. He shared how some incredible communities
started with nothing more than a text message thread. When it comes
to community, Mac posits that ‘community is the most unscalable thing
you can do’, sharing my love of the unscalable.

https://www.tomross.co
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He recommends jumping on calls with your earliest members to help
onboard them and gather their feedback.

QUALITY OVER QUANTITY

Most community builders are obsessed with growth metrics like top-
level member count. These are the wrong stats to be focused on. Mac
explained that far more important is how much your members care and
engage. He explained that chasing number of community members is
the cardinal sin of community building.

https://www.tomross.co
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Number of members is the cardinal sin
of community

https://www.tomross.co


30 www.tomross.co

COMMUNITY MANUAL | TOM ROSS

BUILD YOUR COMMUNITY MEMBER PROFILE:
Once you’ve decided upon the audience you want to serve, it’s imperative to think
about your ideal community member. The best way to do this is to build a profile.

TRY TO ANSWER THE FOLLOWING QUESTIONS AROUND YOUR IDEAL COMMUNITY MEMBER:

HARD METRICS:

▪ What industry are they in?

▪ What age are they?

▪ How affluent are they?

▪ Where are they based geographically (if relevant)?

▪ What gender are they (if relevant)?

SOFT METRICS:

▪ What are their morals and values?

▪ What do they resonate with?

▪ What do they find funny?

▪ What do they dislike?

▪ What are their hobbies and interests?

▪ How would you describe their personality?

▪ What kind of tonality do they speak with?

It’s equally important to consider the traits that you DON’T want your community
members to have.

FOR EXAMPLE, WITH MY COMMUNITY I DON’T WANT TO ATTRACT PEOPLE THAT:
▪ Are sleazy internet marketers

▪ Are overly formal or corporate

▪ Are overly ‘woo woo’

▪ Are bragging about money or materialistic

▪ Care more about data than people

▪ Are in client services (this isn’t my passion area)
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There is a community out there for every
type of person, you just have to stay true
to yourself.
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There is nothing wrong with some of these user groups, they’re just not for me, and
I’m likely not for them. Realise that’s ok. There is a community out there for every
type of person, you just have to stay true to yourself.

I have some good friends who are far more spiritually enlightened than I am. They
go deep into that stuff with their communities, and I love to see it. However, being
true to myself, that stuff doesn’t excite me, and I would find it draining to discuss it
day in, day out. This goes back to those earlier questions ‘are you truly passionate
about this topic?’ and ’do you understand your community members?’.

HERE ARE SOME CONSIDERATIONS FOR MY IDEAL COMMUNITY MEMBER PROFILE:

▪ They run an online community

▪ They really care about people, especially their community members

▪ They want to grow their community, but feel a bit stuck

▪ They run an ecommerce business (this is what I’m most experienced in)

▪ They are not in client services

▪ They are kind and empathetic

▪ They are creative

▪ They care about positive impact and purpose

▪ They reject the sleazy side of marketing and want to lead with kindness,
positivity and quality service

▪ They can afford to invest time and money into building their community

▪ They’re vocal and active in other people’s communities

▪ They’re not scared by social media

▪ They don’t mind being in the spotlight

▪ They’re able to push themselves outside of their comfort zone

▪ They believe in patience and consistency

Not every member of my community will match all of these points. However, I will
naturally attract people that broadly align with my vision.
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SERVING YOUR PERFECT PERSON
My friend Scotty Russell has been a personal inspiration for me. He’s
publicly shared his story of overcoming debt, building a thriving online
business and helping inspire thousands of people in the process.

His approach towards community building is similar to my own.
Focused, manual and always people-centric. Here’s what he had to
share:

“I remember what it was like being scared to share my work and having
zero followers. I grew an engaged community by connecting with one
person at a time over the years who showed me support. I would do
things like manually DM people, use their names in responses, and
even send audio/video replies which always blows someone away.

In 2019, I niched down and owned the lane of a Creative Side Hustle
Growth Coach as it overlapped in 3 key areas: something I was good at,
something I enjoyed doing, and a growing demand of specific people I
could serve.

Instead of attempting to reach the masses, I went for depth by creating
and speaking toward my Perfect Person: A creative looking to blaze
their own path outside of life responsibilities and the traditional
"American Dream."
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OVER TIME, THIS HAD A RIPPLING EFFECT IN WHICH IT:

▪ Exploded my once side hustle into a 6-figure creative business.

▪ Helped me grow an engaged audience that truly gives a shit about
me AND my work.

Overall, I've learned that you don't need a massive audience to have a
killer creative career.
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It takes one person at a time to grow an
engaged community.
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CONSIDER YOUR FUTURE BUSINESS MODEL:

Now, I know many of us don’t like talking about money, but I believe it’s incredibly
helpful to understand your core business model early on. There is absolutely
nothing wrong with selling to your community, if what you’re selling is truly valuable
and needed.

There are certainly lots of folk who have built a community for the fun/passion of it,
and then only monetised it years later. This can be a great approach, but I would
argue that by giving early thought to how you might monetise in future, you’ll be
more likely to build the right kind of community from day one.

CONSIDER THIS EXAMPLE:

You start a community around karate.

You decide that your content strategy will be based around karate scenes from
famous movies. You post short video memes of famous karate scenes on your
social media.

You build a considerable audience of 1 million followers.

You then decide a year later that you want to monetise. Your dream is to build the
world’s best online karate academy. You want to sell online karate training courses
and access to a team of top instructors.

However, when you launch your academy, hardly anybody buys!

The issue isn’t your audience size, it’s that you built the wrong audience! It turns out
that 99% of your audience isn’t actually interested in the hard work of learning
karate, they just enjoy watching karate movies and memes from the comfort of
their sofa.
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If only you’d clarified your ultimate goal of building the world’s best online karate
academy from day one. Your content strategy could have been providing free
karate education across your social channels. This way you would have attracted a
highly relevant, engaged community of potential customers for your premium
academy.

YOUR COMMUNITY-BASED SALES WILL COME FROM:

▪ The relevance of your community

▪ The size of your community

▪ The engagement of your community

▪ The relevance, quality and value of your premium offering for this community

▪ How well you market your premium offering to your community

https://www.tomross.co
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Your intended business model should inform
the type of community that you build.
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AUDIENCE VS COMMUNITY
Amongst community builders there is often debate about the difference between
an audience and a community.

Some feel that an audience is not a community. They view an audience or following
as a broadcast medium (one talking to many). They define a community as a place
where many can talk to many. A place where community members can engage in
open discussion amongst themselves.

Personally, I believe an audience can be a useful community building tool. Before
my company Design Cuts ever had a dedicated community platform, members
would often rave about our community. They loved being part of what we were
building. They loved the vision we had. They loved the values we shared so
transparently with them. They loved how they were treated by our team. Before we
did live events, Facebook groups and message boards, we already had a
blossoming community. I believe our community started from our vision, values
and service. It simply benefitted when we gave community members platforms to
connect with one another better.

For the purposes of this book, I will talking in depth about both audience and
community building. I believe both have their part to play in any good community
builder's strategy.
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THE FUTURE OF COMMUNITIES
I chatted with Dominic (Dom) McGregor, co-founder and former COO
of Social Chain, Europe’s fastest growing social media agency. Social
Chain’s meteoric rise was a personal inspiration for me in business, and
suffice to say, Dom knows a thing or two about building huge
audiences and powerful communities. It’s also worth mentioning that
he was just as lovely and kind as I’d hoped!

We chatted for over an hour, so I’ve consolidated some of the key
points from our discussion:

AUDIENCE VS COMMUNITY

Dom was careful to draw the distinction between an audience and a
community. Whilst audiences can certainly create a sense of
community, he viewed them as a tool from which to launch a dedicated
community space. Towards the end of his tenure at Social Chain, he
noted a shift away from traditional audience building (broadcasting
your message to a huge group of followers) towards smaller, more
close-knit communities. Established audiences on social were an
effective tool from which Social Chain were starting to syphon the most
engaged followers into closed community spaces.
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CHOOSING THE RIGHT PLATFORM

Dom pointed out the difference in user behaviour across various
platforms. For example - Facebook is effective for keeping up with
friends and family, but WhatsApp creates a more closed, intimate
space for personal conversations. He shared my ideas of reducing
friction by providing audiences with a community platform already
familiar to them. In surveying GameByte’s 6 million followers, they
discovered that a core issue for gamers was loneliness. Starting a
GameByte Discord channel helped solve this loneliness epidemic,
whilst establishing a strong, natively familiar community platform for
that audience.

OVERCOMING THE COMMUNITY CATCH-22

Dom recognised the struggle in initially filling a community space
(nobody wants to go to an empty party!). He stressed the importance
of being particularly hands-on with early community management, to
create and encourage regular interactions. In his experience, 200
people in a closed community often represented a tipping point, where
the community became a little more self-sufficient (it wouldn’t die if
you stopped proactively driving all interactions). He stressed the
importance of understanding this number - your critical mass, and to
focus all early energy on reaching it asap.

In terms of actionable tactics, he’d found it effective to invite close
friends and connections into early communities, to help them appear
active and to assist in driving early stage conversations. He also
leveraged his experience in building large social followings, to ensure
there was always an active audience to launch to. Without audience, it’s
tough to launch community. Dom explained how your wider social
audience attracts top of the funnel awareness, to then bring your core
fans into a more closed, community space.
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THE FUTURE IS NICHE

Fascinatingly Dom described how even niched communities were
seeking further focus around their passion areas. He’d noticed gaming
communities naturally splitting and self identifying into sub-groups -
‘headset gamers’, ‘laptop gamers’ and the like. He felt that in the future,
big brackets may cease to exist, as people are increasingly drawn
towards smaller communities, with greater focus, deeper connections
and less irrelevant discussion.
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CHAPTER 1:
Action points

CHOOSE A COMMUNITY TOPIC YOU ARE PASSIONATE ABOUT

CHOOSE A COMMUNITY OF PEOPLE YOU LIKE AND UNDERSTAND.
ENSURE THEY CAN AFFORD TO PAY YOU.

CALCULATE THE APPROXIMATE DEMAND FOR YOUR POTENTIAL COMMUNITY.

BUILD YOUR IDEAL COMMUNITY MEMBER PROFILE

CONSIDER YOUR FUTURE BUSINESS MODEL AND ENSURE YOUR INTENDED
COMMUNITY MAPS TO THIS

UNDERSTAND THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN AN AUDIENCE AND A COMMUNITY.
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CHAPTER 2:
STARTING YOUR COMMUNITY

Once you’ve completed your foundational clarity work, it’s time to take the leap and
start your community!

This is often where folk become overwhelmed by an endless array of options.

In this chapter, I’ll break down the process, to make it far more structured for you.

DECIDE UPON A PLATFORM:

When choosing a primary platform to house your community, it can be
overwhelming how many options are available.

TO SIMPLIFY THINGS I WANT YOU TO CONSIDER TWO QUESTIONS:

QUESTION 1:

What platforms do your intended community members already use?

This is another way of saying ‘go where your potential community members are’.

It’s nearly impossible to find your ideal community members tied into a certain
platform and then work to convince them to leave and come over to another
platform. It’s just too much friction.

A much smarter strategy is to figure out the platforms where they already love
spending their time and build your community there.
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WHAT PLATFORMS DO YOUR INTENDED COMMUNITY MEMBERS ALREADY USE?
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QUESTION 2:

What platforms do you personally resonate with most?

My friend Dan Murray-Serter is an awesome entrepreneur, but has openly admitted
to struggling in finding passion building his personal brand and social media
channels.

I’m pretty sure I could give him all the
Instagram coaching in the world, and he still
wouldn’t feel particularly motivated to go all-
in on that platform.

However, as someone who loves to
passionately talk about his ideas, Dan crushes
it with his podcast Secret Leaders (the UK’s
biggest business podcast!), and he’s been
able to foster a huge community of loyal
listeners around that show.

In terms of social platforms, he was able to channel his passion and experience in
speaking and saw huge success on Clubhouse. He is currently using Clubhouse to
build Braincare community club (50k members and counting!).

KEEP IT SIMPLE!

So many folk overthink this. It’s pretty simple - go where your people are, and do
what you love to do.

If you get these two things wrong, you’re bound to fail. If you get both right, you
dramatically increase your chances of success.

WHAT PLATFORMS DO YOU PERSONALLY RESONATE WITH MOST?

https://www.tomross.co
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IDEAL
PLATFORM

WHAT PLATFORMS
DO YOUR INTENDED

COMMUNITY MEMBERS
ALREADY USE?

WHAT PLATFORMS
DO YOU PERSONALLY
RESONATE WITH

MOST?
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GAMING COMMUNITIES
Gamer’s tend to avoid more mainstream social platforms like
Facebook, instead opting for more niche communities, leveraging
platforms like Twitch and Discord.

It therefore stands to reason that if you wanted to build a community
for gamers, you should do so on Twitch and Discord - the platforms
gamers are already naturally using.

In terms of knowing where your potential community members spend
their time, it comes down to putting in the work. I recommend devoting
at least a week researching all of the key places you believe your
community spends their time. Join groups, read comments, consume
content. You’ll learn so much from this exercise that will then help you
to build your own community foundations.

This also maps back to the work you should have completed in Chapter
1. If you have a clearly defined persona of your ideal community
member, it will make it far easier to figure out what platforms this
person uses.
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BUILD THE TRUNK, ADD THE BRANCHES.

Often when people start their community, they try to build on multiple platforms at
once. Personally, unless you have unlimited resources, I think this is a bad idea. It
dilutes your focus and will also dilute your community members across multiple
platforms.

The best strategy I’ve seen is the tree trunk and the branches. Build community
exclusively on one primary platform to start with (your strong trunk) and then once
that’s established, you have some structure to build out further branches (other
platforms to help extend your core community).

DEFINE YOUR VALUE PROPOSITION:

Time is everyone’s most valuable asset, so if you expect folk to spend their valuable
time in your community, you need to ensure they get a positive ROI (return on
investment) on that time.

YOU MUST BE ABLE TO CONFIDENTLY ANSWER THESE QUESTIONS:

▪ What is their reason for joining your community?

▪ What is their reason for sticking around?

https://www.tomross.co
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TYPICALLY, THERE ARE 4 KINDS OF VALUE YOUR COMMUNITY CAN BRING:

1. NETWORKING:

Your community brings like-minded people together, creating
networking opportunities between them and encouraging moments
of serendipity. Members get value from the connections they form
with other members.

2. INFORMATION:

You could run a community based on teaching, or around hosting
insightful conversations. Perhaps you give access to valuable
information like stock tips or sports card insights. The value of your
community is access to information not readily available elsewhere.
Value could also come from your particular teaching style.

.3. BELONGING:

Your community can allow members to feel aligned with a wider
group or purpose. They feel less alone. They may get value from
identifying as a member, as this associates them with moralistic,
ethical or personal belief systems. Arguably, Christians and Trekkies
(Star Trek fans) share this sense of belonging within their respective
communities.

4. ENTERTAINMENT:

Is your community a fun, compelling, engaging place to spend
time? Often communities can thrive based on primarily emotive
reasons. As the community leader, you can take your community on
a journey, and work to provide a positive emotional experience for
your members.
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WHAT KIND OF VALUE DO YOU WANT TO BRING?

It’s helpful to look at your community through the lens of these four key categories.
Which do you identify with most? Which are you most passionate about pursuing
as a primary value proposition for your members?

Realise that you can combine multiple value propositions. Your community may
primarily provide information as its core value to members, yet also create a warm,
enjoyable environment and a sense of belonging, where members actively build
relationships amongst one another.

PUSH YOUR VALUE AS FAR AS YOU CAN.

I’m a huge believer in taking a good concept and seeing how far I can push it.

Once you’ve defined the type of value you want to bring your community, don’t
stop there. See how far you can push the value your members receive.

If your community is about networking, focus on bringing extraordinary people into
the community. Host virtual ‘cocktail hours’ and opportunities to encourage
connection between your members.

If your community is predicated on entertainment, ensure that a sense of wonder
and fun is woven into each step of the way - from initial discovery, to sign up, to
regular events and engagements.

https://www.tomross.co
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Ultimately, the communities that provide
the most value win. See how far you can
push yours, never be lazy or half-assed.
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DREADED VANITY METRICS
Before we go any further, I want to hit ‘pause’ and discuss vanity metrics.

You may be raring to go and create your community of 10,000 egg and spoon race
enthusiasts, but let’s stop and talk about the numbers.

Numbers don’t matter as much as you think.

At least not the numbers most folk are chasing.

Vanity metrics are defined as stats that make you look/feel good, but bear little
relevance to the actual success of your business. They can also easily be
manipulated.

Think back to my design blog, mentioned in the preface of this book. I felt like I’d
made it by attracting 15 million blog visitors - but this traffic was simply an empty
number, without any real substance.

These days anyone can go and buy 100k Instagram followers (and sadly many do),
but this has literally no benefit to your brand/business (in fact it’s deeply harmful).

I’m not saying the size of your community doesn’t matter at all - it does. But it likely
matters way less than you think.
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CAN A TINY COMMUNITY OUTPERFORM A
MASSIVE COMMUNITY?
At my company, we’ve done tons of partnerships over the years.

One partner boasted about their huge community numbers - over a
million users! However, when they shared the agreed campaign, the
numbers were beyond woeful. There were literally a tiny handful of
sales. The engagement on their massive email newsletter was
practically non-existent.

By contrast, we partnered with a small, niche community of just 5000
members. This campaign performed literally X20 better than the
results we saw from the larger campaign! That means that on average,
the smaller community’s members were worth 4000 times more to our
business, compared with the larger community.

4000!!!

This is an extreme example, but I see this play out all the time.

IF YOU’RE GOING TO TAKE ANYTHING FROM THIS BOOK, I WANT IT
TO BE THIS NEXT SENTENCE:
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It’s not how big your community is, it’s how
much your community members care.
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To demonstrate this point, I want to share a diagram that guided my early
community building efforts at my company. I inspiringly call it 'the upside down
triangle'.

MOST INTERNET MARKETERS ENCOURAGE YOU TO FOCUS ON THIS:

To me, this standard way of operating is tremendously flawed. It infers that you
need to spread your efforts across 100 people, despite 99 of them never buying
from you.

INSTEAD, I FLIPPED THIS DIAGRAM, TO THIS:

With this approach, you can become infinitely more efficient, focusing all of your
energies on serving this one customer better. You can learn their frustrations. You
can build a deeper relationship. You can gather their feedback. Build products they
truly want. Surprise and delight them.

You're less overwhelmed, as you're dealing with less people. You save on costs, as
you're not paying to market to and manage a huge audience, rather you're focused
entirely on your core members.

Stay tuned for Chapter 4, where I teach you exactly how to nurture these core
community members, so that they'll want to become a fan for life.

ENGAGES & BUYS
MULTIPLE TIMES, FOR YEARS

1 SUPER ENGAGED COMMUNITY MEMBER

100 COMMUNITY
MEMBERS

1 PERSON BUYS
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SOCIAL MEDIA KILLED THE MESSAGE BOARD
Some of my earliest communities thrived on online message boards or ‘forums’.

Unfortunately, social media seems to have killed off all but the most resilient online
message boards. Whilst many still exist, engagement is often patchy at best, even
with the bigger players. They seem to present simply too much friction for users,

who would rather get all of their content, entertainment and interaction through
their chosen social media platforms. Asking these users to jump ship and hang out
exclusively in your closed/separate message board community is a big ask.

Community spaces such as Facebook groups provide a halfway house, where you
can channel social media users into your private group, without them having to
leave the platform they enjoy using.

I would advise building your initial community on on social media, rather than in a
closed, private space. Not only is it low friction for members, but it offers far greater
discoverability, as well as opportunities to proactively reach potential members
(more on this in Chapter 3).

https://www.tomross.co


57 www.tomross.co

COMMUNITY MANUAL | TOM ROSS

A NEW TYPE OF COMMUNITY
Interestingly, a new kind of community platform seems to be emerging in recent
years. These closed communities are intuitive, mobile-friendly and often offer SSO
(single sign-on) to reduce friction at the point of sign up.

Platforms such as Circle.so, Disciple Media, Discord, Discourse and many others
seem to be offering a halfway house, between social media and the archaic
message boards of years gone by.

I’m hugely excited about these platforms and believe that we’re on the verge of an
era of widespread community building.

Users are becoming increasingly frustrated by social media. Algorithm changes
mean that overnight, you can fail to reach huge sections of the audience you’ve
worked years to build. Youtubers see their ad revenue halved overnight. And the
worst part? It’s completely out of your hands! You’re on rented land on social
media, and that’s dangerous.

Whilst this chapter has so far advocated for social media over forums, I’d like to
suggest a more appropriate pairing:

Social media + new age community platforms.

HERE’S HOW I SEE IT:

PROS CONS

SOCIAL
MEDIA

▪ ABILITY TO REACH THE MASSES ▪ VULNERABLE TO ALGORITHM SHIFTS.

▪ YOU’RE ON RENTED LAND.

▪ YOU DON’T OWN THE PLATFORM.

NEW
COMMUNITY
PLATFORMS

▪ YOU CONTROL THE PLATFORM.

▪ YOUR COMMUNITY MEMBERS CAN
ENJOY A CLOSED, PRIVATE SPACE.

▪ YOU DON’T NEED TO WORRY ABOUT
ALGORITHM SHIFTS.

▪ YOUR COMMUNITY MEMBERS ARE LESS
LIKELY TO BE DISTRACTED BY OTHER
CONTENT OR CHANNELS.

▪ IT’S VERY DIFFICULT TO START A
COMMUNITY ON AN EMPTY PLATFORM.

▪ THERE IS STILL A DEGREE OF FRICTION,
AS PEOPLE DON’T LIKE TO LEAVE THEIR
FAMILIAR SOCIAL FEEDS.
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It’s nearly impossible to fill an empty community platform with people when you
don’t have people. Therefore, I believe the best strategy is to build an audience on
social media, and then syphon your most engaged audience members into a
closed community that you own. It’s the same way that marketers have been
shrewdly channeling their social media followers onto email lists for years now.

If you recall my 'upside down triangle' diagram from a few pages back, what you're
doing here is bringing the 1% into your closed community, so that you can focus
the majority of your energies on nurturing these core people.

MOST ENGAGED
AUDIENCE
MEMBERS

CLOSED
COMMUNITY
PLATFORM

SOCIAL MEDIA AUDIENCE

https://www.tomross.co
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Mac Reddin (featured in this book) put together this incredible infographic,
breaking down the wide array of options available for community builders in 2021.
Whatever kind of community you're looking to build, you should find a suitable tool
here:

A great way to launch your closed community is to have a pre-launch. Let your
audience know that a closed community is coming and work to build anticipation
amongst your most engaged audience members. Try to gauge how many are
excited to migrate over to this new platform, and if possible, have them opt-in to an
email list that shows their interest. Not only does this validate early demand for
your planned community, but it creates a warm list of engaged audience members
to launch your new community to. This helps avoid a slow trickle at launch, and
instead kicks off your community with an immediate influx of passionate members.
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A COMMUNITY THAT SHAPED ITSELF
My buddy Dustin Lee runs the wonderful brand RetroSupply Co, selling
all kinds of retro inspired digital goods, to their nostalgia loving
community. As with my own company, Design Cuts, Dustin had a
passionate community forming, before he ever gave them a dedicated
platform.

After starting a series of regular Instagram lives ‘Back to the Drawing
Board’, Dustin noticed that a group of community members were
showing up regularly to enjoy the free content. They even started
calling themselves ‘Retronaughts’ and set up a Discord group to
connect with each other.

Dustin recognised this demand for a dedicated community space and
set up an official Discourse community for his Retronaughts. Fans of
the brand quickly gravitate to this community space, to find like-
minded retro-lovers, share nostalgic things and generally ‘geek out’.
Recognising the personalities filling his community, Dustin introduced
fun functionality that he knew would resonate with them - badges for
positive behaviours, awards that popped up when you mentioned an
obscure illustrator. He even gave away retro-themed gifts to the most
generous, active community members.

The takeaway?

If your audience is showing an inclination towards being more of a
connected community - act on it!
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If your audience is showing an inclination
towards being more of a connected
community - act on it!
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CONTENT, CONTENT, CONTENT
If social media is where most communities are formed, then content is a key part of
your strategy.

YOUR CONTENT SHOULD:

▪ Align with your value proposition

▪ Provide as much value as possible
(the communities that give the most value win)

▪ Provide value natively on platform

▪ Leverage content tools offering maximum traction

▪ Attract your ideal community member, who should ideally also be an ideal
customer for your premium offering.

TO EXPLAIN A COUPLE OF THOSE POINTS FURTHER:

PROVIDE VALUE NATIVELY ON PLATFORM

We’ve all seen those social posts ‘go to my bio link to get this content in full’. This
immediately creates the dreaded friction and extra effort that social media users
hate. Your job is to provide an insane amount of value directly in their feed. If they’re
watching your Instagram video, make it the most valuable 30 seconds of their life!
Don’t make it an ad to ‘go check out your website’.

LEVERAGE CONTENT TOOLS OFFERING MAXIMUM OPPORTUNITY

Often when platforms release a new method of content production, they will give
that kind of content a boost in terms of organic reach. This is to encourage their
users to explore this new feature. A recent example of this has been Instagram
Reels, which typically give you far higher view counts on your videos vs regular
videos or IGTV.
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AN EFFECTIVE CONTENT MODEL
In Chapter 1, I mentioned the example of a karate community. This
community is built around a business offering a premium karate
training academy.

A great piece of content could be an Instagram reel demonstrating a
common mistake karate beginners make when kicking, and how to
correct it.

COMMUNITY MANUAL | TOM ROSS
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LET’S SEE HOW THIS CONTENT MAPS TO OUR CHECKLIST:

1.
ALIGN WITH YOUR VALUE
PROPOSITION

In this case, this community’s primary
value proposition is ‘education/
information’. This content aligns well with
this, as it’s directly teaching a karate
technique.

2.
PROVIDE AS MUCH VALUE AS
POSSIBLE

This content is clearly addressing a
common pain point in the karate
community, so should be enormously
valuable for members.

3.
PROVIDE VALUE NATIVELY
IN FEED

In 30 seconds, viewers of this Instagram
reel can immediately have a ‘lightbulb’
moment why their kicks weren’t going
right, and correct their technique. Super
valuable and immediately gratifying!

4.
LEVERAGE CONTENT TOOLS
OFFERING MAXIMUM TRACTION

Instagram reels are providing huge
organic reach right now, so this format is
sensible to use, over something like IGTV
that is getting a fraction of the reach.

5.

ATTRACT YOUR IDEAL
COMMUNITY MEMBER, WHO
SHOULD IDEALLY ALSO BE AN
IDEAL CUSTOMER FOR YOUR
PREMIUM OFFERING.

If a member is interested in correcting
their kicking form via this free video,
there’s a good chance they may also be
interested in further premium training.

https://www.tomross.co


65 www.tomross.co

COMMUNITY MANUAL | TOM ROSS

A COMMUNITY LED APPROACH
Much of your community building efforts should stem from your community
members. From the content you produce to the platforms you encourage them to
adopt, it's critical to maintain a strong feedback loop with your members.

HERE ARE SOME GREAT WAYS TO DO THIS:

▪ Have one-on-one conversations with them. Ask about their struggles, pain
points, desires etc… and channel their feedback into creating helpful content to
help them and others.

▪ Leverage platform features like polls, ‘ask a question’ etc… to get data from your
community in terms of the content they would find most valuable.

▪ Work to understand what value they want from a community platform. Don't ask
open ended questions like 'how can I bring you value?' as people often don't
know how to answer. Instead, come armed with some ideas of community
incentives, and ask them about each one. For example, you could say: "I'm
looking to start a community where film lovers can watch movies via Zoom
together, and see each other's reactions live. What do you think about that?".
Watch/listen to gauge their authentic reaction. Do they light up at some
concepts, and appear apathetic towards others?

If you’re starting out, you may not have enough community members or
engagement to get this kind of feedback loop. Don’t worry! It’s still possible to get
invaluable insights.

HERE’S WHAT I RECOMMEND:

▪ Find similar but larger communities to your own and read through the
comments/feedback. Often you’ll see patterns in what users are struggling with
or asking about. These can be goldmines for defining your value proposition or
thinking up valuable content.

▪ Try to find individuals on social media who fit your ideal community member
persona. Check out their content (if publicly available) and work to understand
them deeper. For example: in the fitness space, you may be helping clients with
weight loss. You could learn a huge amount by following folk who are publicly
documenting their stories of weight loss, to understand their mindset,
challenges and identify opportunities to help them and others on a similar
journey.
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▪ Look inside your immediate network and social circle. Ask friends if they know
anyone who fits your community member profile - then ask for an introduction.

▪ Often publicly sharing the intent that you're looking to connect with a specific
type of person is enough to generate some early interest in what you're working
on. Post about your plans for a community across all of your social feeds. Tell
everyone you know what you're working on.
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COMMUNITY CHALLENGE TO
THRIVING BUSINESS
Becca Courtice has established one of the world’s most thriving
lettering communities and a highly successful business off the back of
it.

Becca’s wonderfully named company ‘The Happy Ever Crafter’ really
took off following the success of her flagship community-focused
program Show Me Your Drills. This lettering challenge started with just
20 participants back in 2016, but has now scaled to 65,000
participants this year alone!

I chatted with Becca to understand how Show Me Your Drills has
become such an incredible success story in the creative world.

COMMUNITY THROUGH SOCIAL

Whilst much of this book discusses social media as a one-to-many
approach, Becca is the exception. Show Me Your Drills allows her
community members to publicly share their lettering work using the
hashtag #showmeyourdrills (112,235 posts and counting!). This creates
a close knit community around the challenge on Instagram, where
participants can easily check out each other's work, share feedback
and support one another. The savvy use of a hashtag allows Becca to
scale her community far beyond her own platform and reach far more
people.
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ENCOURAGE INTERACTION

Becca frequently encourages her community to interact with one
another. She’ll ask members to ‘share your work, and then go comment
on 5 other people’s work’. In Becca’s words ‘people won’t do this unless
there’s an explicit call to action’. As a result, members regularly support
one another, chat in the comments and establish friendships.

Becca also does this in her closed Facebook groups. She views her role
as that of the party-host, helping to facilitate interactions amongst her
‘guests’. She’ll start conversation topics such as ‘use this thread to find
an accountability partner’ where she provides the catalyst for
discussion and connection between like-minded members.

DO THE UNSCALABLE

Becca shares my love of the unscalable. She’ll regularly check out
people involved in the Show Me Your Drills program and will reach out
to support them.

These efforts led to much of Becca’s early growth. Taking those first 20
community members to 5000 was, as Becca calls it ‘crazy outreach at
scale’ - where she manually commented on thousands of people’s
work. With the first 20, she sent some physical mail. She helped them
with their work, and obsessively gathered their feedback. She used
their glowing testimonials to relaunch the challenge the next year, and
would manually reach back out to each individual asking them to
participate again and invite their friends. Many of these early members
are still fans today. This kind of one-to-one approach shows the true
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work that goes on behind the scenes for many prolific community
builders, including Becca.

GET HELP

Scaling to tens of thousands of members required Becca to enlist help
from her community. She’s seen huge success in graduate students of
her program transitioning to become community mentors. These
wonderful people will answer questions on her courses, support fellow
students and help moderate her Facebook groups. They view these
efforts as a way to give back for all the value they’ve received - and
Becca ensures they get free access to everything she creates in return.
These mentors also become well known to Becca’s large community,
which in turn, helps their own brands and presence.

DELIGHT THEM

Last holiday season, Becca created a just for fun Christmas party for
her community. She brought together a host of beloved lettering
talents (and for some reason also me!), to lay on a festive event to
remember. This incredible live event featured quizzes, giveaways and
raised over $11,500 for charity in a single night. The attendees, myself
included, were more than happy to spread the word about this amazing
event, which in turn crowd-sourced our collective communities, and
helped to grow Becca’s. This just goes to show that people will happily
support you when you’re doing good and putting your community first.
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BE PATIENT

Becca wants to encourage folk not to compare their early stage
community to hers. She started with 500 followers and 20 folk enrolled
in Show Me Your Drills. It took 5 years of slow building and tons of work
to scale into what it is today. Keep at it and care about your people
above all else.
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CHAPTER 2:
Action points

DECIDE UPON A SUITABLE PLATFORM - ONE THAT YOU ENJOY, WHERE YOUR INTENDED
COMMUNITY MEMBERS ALREADY SPEND TIME.

FOCUS ON BUILDING COMMUNITY ON JUST ONE PLATFORM INITIALLY.

DEFINE YOUR VALUE PROPOSITION.

DON’T CHASE VANITY METRICS, CHASE REAL CONNECTION.

AVOID ‘TRADITIONAL’ MESSAGE BOARDS, BUT CONSIDER MODERN DAY OPTIONS
OUTSIDE OF SOCIAL MEDIA.

PRODUCE INCREDIBLY VALUABLE, NATIVE CONTENT FOR YOUR COMMUNITY.

USE YOUR COMMUNITY TO GENERATE CONTENT IDEAS AND VALIDATE POTENTIAL
COMMUNITY PLATFORMS.
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CHAPTER 3:
GROWING YOUR COMMUNITY

Once you’ve established your target audience, chosen platforms and value
proposition, it’s time to grow your community!

Growing a community from scratch can be intimidating, but in this chapter, I want
to give you a clear game-plan to make it more achievable.

THERE ARE FOUR KEY METHODS OF COMMUNITY GROWTH:

ONE-TO-ONE

This is your best approach when you’re starting out.

Most folk start by posting content and simply hope that folk will notice it. This isn’t
Field of Dreams, if you build it, they probably won’t come.

It sounds obvious, but it’s nuts to me how many folk spend months posting content
to a non-existent community, and then get frustrated by a lack of engagement.
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DISTRIBUTIONWORD OF MOUTH

ONE-TO-ONE INBOUND

4 KEY METHODS
OF COMMUNITY

GROWTH
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POSTING CONTENT ISN’T ENOUGH. YOU NEED TO FIND PEOPLE TO CONSUME IT!

I see so many people obsessing over their early numbers/metrics, but totally
ignoring the abundance of potential community members out there.

You invested the work to define your ideal audience member and figure out where
they spend their time online.

Go to them and build relationships, one by one.

Notice I said ‘build relationships’, not ‘sell to them’. This isn’t about finding
customers. This isn’t even about getting followers. This is about cultivating genuine
friendships.

Another way I like to phrase this approach is ‘immerse yourself in your industry’.

You should be having one-on-one conversations at scale on a daily basis. When I
started building community around my personal brand I was talking to 100+ people
daily.

Not only will many of these relationships hopefully convert into community
members on your own platform, but you’d be surprised at how many doors a strong
network can open. Many of the folk I’ve befriended online have become true fans,
loyal customers, collaborators, partners and ambassadors for my community.

IT’S ALL ABOUT THE PEOPLE.

Realise that your job is not done after you hit ‘publish’ on that piece of content. In
fact, that’s when the work really begins.
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Instead of waiting for your community to
find you, you need to find them.
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SO HOW DOES THIS WORK PRACTICALLY?

Here are a few tactics to employ this one-to-one approach:

▪ Find complimentary influencers in your industry with large, active, established
audiences. Look through their public comments on social media and connect
with members of their community. Go to these people's profiles and leave
comments, build a genuine relationship with them over time. For example - if
you're a wedding band, you could look through a larger page helping couples to
plan their wedding. You may offer a different service to the main wedding
planning page, but you will have an overlap in audiences, making it a great place
to identify potential folk that you can connect with, and bring back into your own
community.

▪ Join groups around your key topic and bring as much value as you can to the
members. Don't sell or spam them, but become a respected, useful person
within the group.

▪ Look for early engagers with your content. If you get 0 comments but 15 likes on
your first posts, dm those 15 people and chat to them. Again, don't sell, but
thank them for their 'like' and see if you can help the with anything. Lead with
value, build a real relationship.
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WORD OF MOUTH

If your existing community members begin to spread the word about you, you
know you’re really onto something.

We only share things that we find valuable and clearly defined.

When I think about referral marketing, it all comes down to the ‘referable
soundbite’. That is to say, your community’s value proposition needs to be super
clear and easy to reference.

Often a topic will come up in conversation and a friend’s brand or community will
immediately spring to my mind.

HERE’S EXAMPLES OF REAL REFERRALS I’VE MADE RECENTLY:

“I need a kid’s book illustrator.”
“Awesome - I’d recommend my friend Paul Hallam, he’s great
at that”

“I feel constantly tired lately, I feel like I want to take my
mental wellness more seriously”
“Check out the brain-care supplement Heights - I take it daily and
my friend Dan runs the company”

Discussion about feminism with a friend who I know is also
artistic.
“You should totally check out The Cosmic Feminist, you’d love
her artwork and community!”

“I have a question about client services for designers”
“I’m afraid that’s not really my speciality, but my friend Mike
Janda is the king at educating designers how to do client
services better, check out his online community.”
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Now, what made me share these people so readily?

QUALITY AND CONVICTION

QUALITY:

This goes without saying, but people tend to only share valuable things.

CONVICTION:

People don’t share those who are luke-warm or unfocused, they share those who
have gone all in on their core subject. I wouldn’t share these people if 10% of their
efforts were devoted to the thing I am sharing. I share them because they embody
it with every piece of content and aspect of their brand.

Ask yourself - have you clearly defined your value proposition, and then confidently
(and publicly) planted your flag? You have to take a position. You have to commit
with real conviction before others will start to refer you.
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MY REBRAND AS THE COMMUNITY GUY
I only recently pivoted to become ‘the community guy’. I’d been talking
passionately about community for years, but I’d also been speaking
about a lot of other things. I hadn’t intentionally branded myself as the
go-to person when it comes to community. I hadn’t committed to this
topic with any real conviction.

HERE ARE SOME WAYS I SHOWED MORE CONVICTION FOR THIS NICHE:

▪ I updated my bios on social to position me as ‘the community
building guy’

▪ I updated my graphic headers on my community platforms to reflect
this

▪ I started talking about community on live sessions on my social
platforms

▪ I approached podcasts to have me on as an expert guest around
community

▪ I wrote this book, to position me as authority on the subject

▪ I helped friends and those in my network with their community
building efforts

▪ I mentioned that this was my new focus in conversations with people

▪ I pivoted my content strategy to be entirely around community

▪ I reflected this focus across my website
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AND YOU KNOW WHAT HAPPENED?

▪ My coaching enquiries immediately picked up, as folk booked me to
get help with building their communities

▪ People started to refer to me as the community building expert on
social and various live sessions

▪ People started coming to me for help on this topic

▪ People started connecting me with other community builders, as
they saw alignment between us

All of this has started to happen in the past few weeks after a soft-
launch pivot. I haven't even undertaken half the efforts I'm planning to
do to confidently pursue this new niche. But even a little conviction is
generating immediate traction!
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Conviction kills competition.
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CONVICTION KILLS COMPETITION

That heading just became my new favourite soundbite. I’m totally going to be using
that all the time!

Conviction does kill competition, because most folk are afraid to go all in on a core
topic or area.

I can name you a handful of prominent entrepreneurs who are great at building
communities, but do they want to brand themselves entirely as ‘the community
person’? Absolutely not. Instead, they may write a book on the topic (but this book
is one of twenty). They may record a podcast episode (but this episode is one of
hundreds). They’re doing what I was doing for all those years - they’re flirting with
the topic, but not fully committing to it.

Ask yourself - who would you be more likely to refer to a friend - the person who
occasionally talks about a topic with passion, or the person who dedicates their
career to becoming the foremost expert on that topic?

That my friends, is how you get word of mouth marketing!
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A COMMUNITY OF BOOK LOVERS
Vivi Kala is one of the warmest people I know on Instagram. She also
runs a super engaged, niche community of book lovers. Here’s how Vivi
says she has built community: "I show up on my channels regularly.
Showing up for your community is a way to keep their trust, and being
as personable as possible when showing up ensures that this trust
continues to develop.

Community-building is a people-focused endeavour so it's best to just
be yourself. I take a "humanist" approach whilst showing up, showing
behind-the-scenes, encouraging community interaction through polls
and Q&As and sharing personal experiences that my community may
find valuable.

I stay invested. I see the process as a commitment and not a chore.
Being intentional whilst engaging with your community is key, I try to
schedule 30 mins each day, dedicated to reaching out and
communicating with my community. For me, it's the part that I most
enjoy!

Picking a niche (which for me is non-fiction books) has helped me
remain fully focused and engaged with my community. I connect with
them further by providing informative reviews, insights and takeaways
from books that would interest them. Providing content that is useful is
most important for me as it helps better inform my community, who are
life-long learners always curious to discover more.
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DISTRIBUTION

I define ‘distribution’ as getting your brand in front of wider, established audiences.

Essentially it is the art of syphoning off attention from other existing audiences/
communities back to your own.

This is hands down one of the most effective ways to grow your own community
quickly.

Think about it - someone else has already done the hard work of building an
engaged community, filled with people who would make ideal members for your
community. It took them years to amass their community, but can take hours for
you to bring some of those wonderful people over to your community, if you do it
right.
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1000 COMMUNITY MEMBERS IN HOURS
Recently I wrote a guest newsletter for my friend Peggy at Pigeon
Letters. I brought her audience plenty of value in the content, and at
the end Peggy kindly mentioned my free guide and newsletter. 1000
people subsequently signed up for my newsletter. That guest
newsletter took me just a few hours to write. Can you imagine how long
it would have taken me to attract 1000 engaged people into my
community using the more manual methods outlined in this chapter?

This example demonstrates the impact of just one guest newsletter.
You can imagine the impact of making this kind of distribution a major
ongoing focus (something which I’m absolutely doing!).

PS: Peggy, if you're reading this, you're awesome! :)
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WHAT COMMUNITIES SHOULD YOU GET IN FRONT OF?

When choosing communities you should be targeting with your distribution efforts,
you’re looking for two things:

▪ Relevance

▪ An active audience

RELEVANCE:

I’ve talked at length in earlier chapters about the importance of building the right
audience. You have already done the work of defining your ideal community
member. When finding other communities to collaborate with and fuel your
distribution efforts, it’s imperative these communities are home to the type of
people you want for your own community. Don’t be enticed by the big numbers of
some communities - relevance is the most important thing.

Let’s say you were starting a CrossFit community. You have the option of
approaching one of these communities to work with:

General fitness community: 100,000 members
CrossFit community: 10,000 members

Initially, you may be tempted to focus on the larger
community, as this appears as if it will give you more
value.

RELEVANCE
THIS IS WHERE
THE MAGIC
HAPPENS

ACTIVE
AUDIENCE
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However, what if I told you that within the general fitness community, only 5%
(5000 people) were interested in CrossFit?

This data suggests that the CrossFit community therefore has twice the number of
relevant people for you to get in front of, to aid your own community growth efforts.

Even if the general fitness community could drive more members your way, many
of them will not be as deeply engaged in your community as hardcore CrossFit
enthusiasts.

Do you want a community of luke-warm, apathetic, disengaged individuals, or
super passionate, highly engaged, evangelists. Hopefully it’s the latter, in which
case - realise relevance is key!

ACTIVE AUDIENCE:

Active audience is another way of saying ‘engagement’. Noah Kagan from OkDork
puts this beautifully ‘if you have a 100,000 person email list and only 10,000 ever
open your emails, you really have a 10,000 person email list’.

If you recall from an earlier chapter, I’ve done partnerships with huge communities
(1 million people plus), but some fell completely flat, as the percentage of active
people in these communities was miniscule.

When you’re looking for good communities to get in front of, try to look for signs of
activity and engagement.
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SOME GOOD INDICATORS ARE:

▪ Number of social media comments

▪ Depth of social media comments (there's a
huge difference between a bunch of spammy
looking comments versus people using the
comments to pour their hearts out and share
their support.).

▪ Behind the scenes data (if the community
leader is willing to share). Often I’ll ask partners
for data on their email open rates etc… to give
me a good idea of their true active audience

▪ Signs of fan-ship: do you get the impression
that whenever the community leader pops up
on any platform (even as a guest for other
people’s communities) that their fans follow them
around and champion them. This is hugely valuable
and indicates a highly active community.

SO, HOW CAN YOU GET IN FRONT OF OTHER AUDIENCES?

HERE ARE SOME INITIAL IDEAS TO GET YOU STARTED:
▪ Write a guest blog

▪ Write a guest newsletter

▪ Write a guest social post

▪ Go live on social together

▪ Appear as a guest on their podcast

▪ Appear as a speaker on a live webinar they are hosting

▪ Speak at an in-person event

▪ Advertise on their platform (my least favourite)

▪ Get them to be an affiliate partner

▪ Get them to be an influencer partner

▪ Get PR from them (give them a compelling reason to cover your brand’s story)

▪ Be active in their comment sections (providing real value for their community)
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Remember, the correct mindset is bringing these other communities as much
value as you possibly can. If you’re getting in front of them with the sole intention of
syphoning them back to your own platform, they’ll see it coming a mile off.

Sure, growing your community is the ultimate intention, but it must be a result of
actually delivering massive value upfront. Not only is this the right thing to do if
someone else is kind enough to give you access to their platform, but you will see
far greater results if you overdeliver for this audience vs being half-assed or selfish
about it.

CALL TO ACTION:

A crucial part of getting in front of other established communities is having a CTA
(call to action) that incentivizes those people to come and join your community
platform.

If I had written that valuable guest newsletter for my friend Peggy and she had
signed off ‘thanks Tom!’ rather than prompting them to grab my free guide, then I
would have missed out on the 1000 new, engaged email subscribers that joined my
community.
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TYPICALLY FREEBIES, SUCH AS THIS BOOK YOU’RE READING RIGHT NOW, CAN BE A
GREAT INCENTIVE. WHEN CONSIDERING AN APPROPRIATE FREEBIE OR INCENTIVE,
IT SHOULD BE:

▪ Something highly relevant and valuable for the
audience you’re reaching

▪ Something that is a natural extension to the value
you just provided for free. This is the best way to
increase your conversion rate. If you provided a
free class on sketching cartoon characters, then a
freebie for how to colour your sketches, would be
an excellent 'next step' for attendees to take.

▪ Something easy to get hold of (in my case, a 15
second email sign up was all that was required)

I’m a huge believer in email newsletters as it’s such an
effective way to regularly keep in touch with your
community members. Whilst your CTA could certainly
be to ‘follow you’ or ‘join your Facebook group’, I
believe encouraging folk to join your email newsletter then allows you long-term
opportunities to cultivate relationships with these people.

TIME-BLOCKING IS YOUR FRIEND

There’s an old marketing saying that you should spend 20% of your time on
production (making content/products) and 80% on distribution (getting that
content and those products in front of people).

I believe all community builders would see significantly more traction if they if they
blocked off dedicated time to focus on distribution for their content/brand.
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Community builders would see significantly
more traction if they blocked off dedicated
time towards their distribution efforts.
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FOCUSED EFFORT, MASSIVE RESULTS
One of my coaching students, Tamer Ghoneim, is an expert at
blackletter calligraphy. Whilst he was dabbling in distribution, he wasn’t
focused on it. He would occasionally join other community’s live
webinars as a guest expert, but these appearances were sporadic at
best.

I advised Tamer to spend 1 week of each month dedicated to outreach
around his distribution efforts. During this week I advised that he pause
all other projects, allocating his efforts for content production, product
creation and other networking into the other weeks that month.

By dedicating a full week each month pitching for podcasts, webinars,
guest blogs etc… Tamer’s calendar started to fill up more rapidly than it
ever had before. Soon he was being featured in front of bigger
communities than ever before, and was fast becoming established as
the go-to expert in his space. Sure enough, his own community started
to grow much faster than before.

A recent example of Tamer’s distribution efforts landed him on popular
creative Youtube channel The Happy Ever Crafter, where he picked up
thousands of views, hundreds of newsletter subscribers and dozens of
new fans!
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ATTRACT THE MOST VALUABLE COMMUNITY MEMBERS

Every community has a core of active members, less engaged members and
inactive members. This is what I mentioned earlier discussing ‘active audience’.

The beauty of a good distribution strategy is that you will naturally attract the most
engaged community members from other communities back to your own.

Think about it, if a community of 500,000 members hosts a live webinar with you
as the expert, perhaps 500 folk show up live. Of those 500, 200 end up watching
the whole thing and then joining your community after the session.

You may be thinking - 200 people! That’s only 0.04% of their total community!
What a failure!

BUT THINK ABOUT IT THIS WAY, THOSE 500,000 MEMBERS MAY BREAKDOWN
SOMETHING LIKE THIS:

As you can see, those 500 people that joined their webinar were likely from the
most engaged member groups. Therefore you’ve actually reached 10% of their
core community on that live session, and brought back 4% of them into your own
community.

A true fan or highly engaged community member is worth 1000 members that
aren’t particularly engaged. Those engaged people are gold! The very fact that they
discovered your distribution efforts infers that they have a healthy level of
engagement within the community you are trying to reach.

500,000 TOTAL COMMUNITY MEMBERS BREAKDOWN:

250,000 INACTIVE THESE FOLKS NEVER EVEN SEE
YOUR DISTRIBUTION EFFORTS.200,000 NOT PARTICULARLY ENGAGED

40,000 SOMEWHAT ENGAGED THESE FOLKS ARE UNLIKELY TO EVER
SEE YOUR DISTRIBUTION EFFORTS.5000 FREQUENTLY ENGAGED

4000 SUPER ENGAGED THESE ARE THE FOLKS YOU ARE MOST LIKELY TO
ATTRACT FROM YOUR DISTRIBUTION EFFORTS.1000 TRUE FANS! PERFECT COMMUNITY MEMBERS

https://www.tomross.co
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By bringing these people back into your own community, you’re filling your early
stage community with highly relevant, super engaged, high quality people - the
exact type of members every community builder wants!

IN SUMMARY:

▪ Find a super relevant, active community

▪ Pitch the community owner

▪ Provide their community members with immense value

▪ Follow up your contribution with a compelling CTA

▪ Watch as engaged, quality community members join your community

INBOUND
As your community and brand presence grows, you will start to attract people in
increasing volume.

Every notice how the biggest communities seem to grow faster than those starting
out?

Whilst there is undoubtedly hard marketing work occurring behind the scenes, this
growth is in part due to the same phenomenon by which the rich get richer.

People are attracted to large, vibrant, active communities. When your community
member count is near 0, it can be hard to convince others to come and join an
empty party.

Larger communities also contain more members, leading to exponentially more
word of mouth referrals than smaller communities.

If you’re not familiar with compound interest, Google it. Compounding is one of the
most powerful forces within your community building efforts. If you stay
consistent, you will find that your daily efforts elicit exponentially greater results,
the bigger your community grows.

Of course inbound discovery can also happen intentionally with the right strategy.
As my next casestudy shows, we've leveraged interest in a key topic to maximise
inbound discovery and cultivate a fast-growing community.

https://www.tomross.co
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ORGANIC SEARCH AND COMMUNITY
At my company Design Cuts, we realised how many of our community
were deeply interested in Procreate, an iPad drawing software.

As well as wanting to give these members a dedicated space to
discuss their interest in Procreate with one another, we also recognised
a fantastic opportunity for inbound interest.

After setting up a private Facebook group 'The Procreate Creative
Community' the group began to attract thousands of members.
Beyond our existing community, hoards of Procreate lovers were
proactively searching Facebook for suitable groups they could join.

By recognising this inbound demand, we simultaneously gave our
existing community a home and ensured a constant influx of
passionate new community members that can now discover our brand.

Ask yourself - what community would be the ideal partner for your
business? Rather than just relying on business partnerships with
existing communities, why not build your own?

COMMUNITY MANUAL | TOM ROSS
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What community would be the ideal partner
for your business? Rather than just relying
on business partnerships with other existing
communities, why not build your own?

https://www.tomross.co
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CHAPTER 3:
Action points

DON’T WAIT FOR COMMUNITY MEMBERS TO COME TO YOU, GO TO THEM.

CONVICTION IN YOUR CHOSEN FIELD WILL MAKE YOU REFERABLE.

DEDICATE FOCUSED TIME TO YOUR DISTRIBUTION EFFORTS.

FOLLOW DISTRIBUTION EFFORTS WITH A STRONG CTA (CALL TO ACTION) TO JOIN
YOUR COMMUNITY.

SPEND EXTRA TIME RESEARCHING THE MOST RELEVANT, ENGAGED COMMUNITIES TO
GET IN FRONT OF.

REALISE THAT YOUR EFFORTS WILL YIELD GREATER RESULTS AS YOU GROW.
UNDERSTAND COMPOUNDING.

CAPITALISE ON INBOUND INTEREST AROUND YOUR COMMUNITY TOPIC AND ESTABLISH
A COMMUNITY THAT INTERESTED PEOPLE CAN EASILY DISCOVER.

https://www.tomross.co


CHAPTER 4:
NURTURING YOUR COMMUNITY

By this point, you will hopefully be feeling more confident about how to start and
grow your community.

However, if your community members aren’t active and engaged, you don’t really
have a community at all.

A COMMUNITY MINDSET

PARADIGM SHIFTS

In my own entrepreneurial journey I’ve been lucky enough to have a few paradigm
shifts and nuggets of wisdom dispensed by helpful mentors along the way. Here
are some of my favourites:

Virtually everybody is in the game of using their community. Using them to get
more likes, or to drive more sales. When you switch into a service based mindset,
everything changes. How can you do better for them? How can you provide more
value? How can you make them feel happier? How can you address their pain
points? These are the questions of a good community leader.
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‘CARE ABOUT THE 100 FANS YOU HAVE, RATHER THAN GOING AFTER THE
NEXT 100.’

01. LIST THE PLATFORMS YOUR INTENDED COMMUNITY MEMBERS ALREADY USE.‘YOU CAN USE YOUR COMMUNITY, OR YOU CAN SERVE THEM’ - CHASE REEVES

https://www.tomross.co
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So many people are focused on hitting that next follower or growth milestone, but
in the process of chasing growth they neglect their existing community members.
It’s the same thing I see with phone companies. They romance you in with great
service and a good deal, and then once you’re signed up, they practically ignore
you, and focus all their energies on onboarding the next potential customer. Don’t
treat your community members like this, nobody likes to feel neglected. Typically
people need to invest more time on community management and less time on
purely growth driven activities.

This one is pretty self explanatory. As marketers, it’s all too easy to get bogged
down in the numbers. But if you’re constantly focused on the numbers, you fail to
see and appreciate the real human beings behind them. Don’t neglect real
conversations with your community members. Treat them like human beings, not
data points.

RECIPROCITY

It’s the golden rule for a reason: ‘treat others as you yourself wish to be treated’.
Never was this truer than when building a community.

You must care about your community members if you expect them to care about
you.

You must engage with them, if you expect them to be engaged.

Like any relationship, the dynamic between community leader and community
member is reciprocal.

This is a two way street.

As my friend Simon Squibb likes to say, it’s 1+1=11.

DON’T REDUCE YOUR COMMUNITY MEMBERS TO DATA IN A SALES FUNNEL.
FOCUS ON THE PEOPLE BEHIND THE NUMBERS.

https://www.tomross.co
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You are not talking at them, you’re building
something with them.

https://www.tomross.co
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A COMMUNITY DRIVEN BY PURPOSE
Chris Do is someone I really respect in the field of online education. Not
only has he helped millions through his company The Futur, but he’s
built one of the strongest personal brands I’ve ever seen. Chris has
hoards of adoring fans and a tight-knit community that champion The
Futur brand wherever they go. I chatted with Chris to understand how
exactly him and his team have built such an incredible community.

QUALITY AND CONSISTENCY

Chris and his team take quality to a whole new level. The care they put
into each piece of content is staggering. Even a seemingly impromptu
live session on social media is meticulously prepared for, researched
and structured. In a world where average content abounds, Chris
consistently cuts through by devoting the effort most folk would expect
of a university curriculum into a simple piece of social content.

PURE INTENT

In Chris’s words “Most people are trying to extract something, rather
than give value”. The Futur have become widely known for bringing
premium level quality to the masses, for free. Chris has frequently
spoken out about how those that give the most, win.

https://www.tomross.co
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He explained: “If you’re using a platform to market and sell to people,
your intention is obvious. The reason why we have such raving fans is
because they know we just consistently show and help them.”

WITH GREAT COMMUNITY COMES GREAT RESPONSIBLITY

Chris is ridiculously careful in how he manages the responsibility of a
loyal community. As he explains, if you do 80 good things and 2 bad,
your community will remember the 2 bad. As a result, he is constantly
mindful to respect his community. He shared how he often won’t join a
Clubhouse room he is unsure about, due to the fact that if he joins, his
followers will be notified and join the room also. If the room is poor
quality or sleazy, it would reflect badly on his own brand. The level of
thought that Chris puts into micro interactions like this demonstrates
how his community, and the trust he has established with them is
always at the front of his mind.

MUSCLE MEMORY AND SKILL DEVELOPMENT

Despite having amassed millions of followers across most dominant
social platforms, Chris is not tied to platform. He believes that the
platforms are simply vessels to bring value, build trust, and hone your
skills. He cited how early adopters of now defunct platform Vine, were
able to leverage the short-form content skills they learned on that
platform to break out more easily on subsequent platforms such as
TikTok and Instagram Reels.

https://www.tomross.co
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In this respect, time spent bringing value to your community on any
platform is never wasted. In reference to Clubhouse, Chris explained
“I’m building muscle memory, if Clubhouse fails, I’ll be trained to excel
and build community on other audio platforms.”

ARTICULATE YOUR PURPOSE

When you go to TheFutur.com, you’re met with a gigantic heading ’The
1 Billion Mission:’ followed by a sub-heading: ‘Teach one billion people
how to make a living, doing what they love.’. As you scroll down, you can
read further explanation about Chris’s mission for The Futur:
‘eliminating the biggest barriers to education: cost and accessibility’.

Chris explained how this strong, compelling mission is at the heart of
their community. Community members deeply and emotionally align
with their intent to shake up the world of education.

Further down the page is an email sign up, where you can ‘claim your
number’ and self-identify as one the billion people Chris aims to help.
He shared how community members will sign up, and then share their
number across their social media channels. He smiled “how many
companies do you know where members will proudly share their email
sign up across their own social media?”.

Chris noted how referrals for their brand immediately picked up when
they got clear on their mission.

https://www.tomross.co
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A good mission? “Simple, memorable and meaningful - interesting
enough that people talk about it when you’re not in the room.”

TRUE FANS

Chris is no stranger to true fans. He recalls when he was at Comic Con
with his son. A booth owner approached him and said “Whatever you
want, I got you. My girlfriend is a designer, and you’ve helped her so
much, I want to treat you.”. No only did the kind fan insist on gifting
Chris with merchandise from his booth, but when they met again, he
had a bigger surprise in store. After meeting Chris’s son, he
remembered how the kid had been an avid gamer. After they all shared
a lunch together, he went to his car, popped the trunk and insisted on
gifting Chris’s son his old gaming PC, which was inside, packed out with
top spec.

These amazing gestures are representative of the value that The Futur
bring their community. When you can help people to this extent, you
will undoubtedly foster a community that cares.

COMMUNITY MANAGEMENT A SCALE

I was amazed to hear that Chris still responds to every private message
personally, across all of his personal social platforms. His hack is
typically using 2-4 word answers to save time, otherwise it’s impossible
to keep up.

MEET YOUR COACHES

Chris Do
CEO & Founder

https://www.tomross.co
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However, given the scale of his platforms, even a short response often
blows away his fans, who truly don’t expect to hear back at all. Chris did
concede “I will have to get help in the future, as there’s definitely a
ceiling”. However, despite being one of the busiest people I know, the
fact that Chris continues to devote hours daily to this practice, shows
his belief in nurturing community. He shares my view that these kind,
personal actions compound over time.

https://www.tomross.co
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THE MAGIC OF UNSCALABLE

In a world where everybody is trying to relentlessly scale, automate and pursue
dreams of ‘passive income’, I believe the real magic is still in the unscalable.

Whilst your contemporaries are screaming from their collective megaphones into a
busy crowd, I want to encourage you to walk into that crowd, look a person right in
the eye and have a real conversation with them.

There is tremendous power in personal, one-to-one interactions.

Much of this chapter will show you how to master this art. If you get it right, you’ll
create fans for life and a deeply loyal, engaged community.

RESPOND TO EVERYONE

It’s staggering to me how many people continue to ignore their community
members.

Ask yourself:

How do you feel when you DM somebody and they leave you on ‘read’?

Pretty crappy right?

Don’t make your community members feel this way!

I make a point of responding to every single DM and every comment I possibly can,
and I often get hundreds per day.

I do this because I care about my people, but also because it’s essential to building
a community that cares.

https://www.tomross.co
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The real magic is still in the unscalable

https://www.tomross.co
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LET’S WEIGH UP THE PROS AND CONS:

BENEFITS OF RESPONDING
TO YOUR COMMUNITY

DOWNSIDES OF RESPONDING
TO YOUR COMMUNITY

COMMUNITY MEMBERS FEEL VALUED,
ACKNOWLEDGED AND HEARD

IT’S HARD WORK

COMMUNITY MEMBERS ARE FAR MORE LIKELY TO
ENGAGE MORE IN THE FUTURE, VERSUS IF THEY GO
IGNORED

OTHER COMMUNITY MEMBERS WILL BE MORE LIKELY
TO ENGAGE WHEN THEY SEE YOU RESPONDING

THESE CONVERSATIONS OFTEN LEAD TO DEEPER
RELATIONSHIPS

THESE CONVERSATIONS OFTEN GIVE YOU SOME OF
THE BEST FEEDBACK TO INFORM FUTURE CONTENT,
PRODUCTS AND WAYS TO BETTER SERVE YOUR
COMMUNITY

MOST PEOPLE SUCK AT RESPONDING TO EVERYONE,
SO BY DOING IT, YOU STAND OUT AND LOOK
AWESOME TO YOUR COMMUNITY MEMBERS

YOU WILL FEEL MORE IN TOUCH WITH YOUR
COMMUNITY, WHICH WILL FILL YOU WITH ENERGY
AND MOTIVATION

YOU CAN CATCH ANY NEGATIVE FEEDBACK EARLY
AND REACT

THIS HUMANISES YOU TO YOUR COMMUNITY, THEY
FEEL LIKE THEY KNOW YOU BETTER

https://www.tomross.co
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Now, I can already hear people saying:

‘But that sounds like a ton of work!’

‘Surely that can’t scale!’

‘I’m too busy with other tasks in my day’

I won’t lie to you, it is real work, but as you can see from the numerous benefits
above, it’s some of the most important work you can do when building your
community.

I’ve had days where my thumbs hurt from replying to people, but I’ve powered
through, because I understand the benefits and hate the thought of letting people
go ignored.

SIDE NOTE:

I’m definitely not advocating burning out. I get so passionate about interacting with
my community, it’s typically a pleasure. However, I also have days where it can get
exhausting. Definitely take breaks. Definitely prioritise your mental health and
balance first. I also break down how to serve your community in more scalable
ways later in this chapter.

Ironically, 95% of the people who are concerned about this being unscalable don’t
yet have anyone showing up for them. They have virtually zero engagement, but are
worried about responding to their 3 comments in case ‘it doesn’t scale’.

I promise you, there are effective ways to scale as you hit a ceiling with your time.
But for most of you, deploying 1 hour per day to actually talk directly with your
community members is a hugely worthwhile investment.

I recommend time-blocking, as it’s an efficient way to prevent community
management seeping into your day. There’s nothing worse than responding to a
few messages here and a few there, fitting this between your day’s primary tasks.
Block off a dedicated window of time and hammer through your community
interactions in a focused capacity.
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PUBLIC SPEAKING INTO COMMUNITY
BUILDING
A couple of years ago, I had the privilege of speaking to 100+ people at
Birmingham Design Festival. It was my first speaking gig, and I was
super nervous. However, with the support of my friend Ian Barnard (and
a bottle of beer I liberally swigged from throughout my talk), I got
through it!

Much of my talk covered the topics from this book. Building
community, caring about your people, the magic of the unscalable. I’ve
been preaching this stuff for years.

At the end of my talk I decided to try a fun experiment. I turned to my
audience and said:

‘I realise often people throw out these tactics, but don’t fully live them. I
want to prove to you that I believe in this stuff. My Instagram is
@tomrossmedia. I encourage everyone here to send me a DM saying
‘PROVE IT!’ and I guarantee I’ll respond to you with a personalised video
message.’

I finished up my talk, and tried to find a space on the Birmingham
university campus (where the talk was hosted) to check my dms. After
getting totally lost in their library section, I found a private meeting
room where I could hole up and respond to folk. I opened my dms…
eep! Nearly 100 people had messaged ‘PROVE IT!’ to me. I was meant
to be meeting Ian and some other friends for dinner in one hours time.

https://www.tomross.co
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I went through those dms and video responded to every single person,
using their first name. It was RAPID, but so worth it. I may have been
late for dinner with my friends, but the responses I got back were
incredible. People were blown away that I’d stayed true to my word.
Many of those messages led to heartfelt conversations. Many of those
people continued to show up in my community for years to follow. That
hour of my time had made a lasting impact.

Imagine how many hours you waste aimlessly scrolling through your
social feed. Imagine using those hours to make an impact with your
community instead.

https://www.tomross.co
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Imagine how many hours you waste
aimlessly scrolling through your social feed.
Imagine using those hours to make an
impact with your community instead.
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ONE COMMUNITY MEMBER MINDSET

I want you to imagine for a second that you only have one community member.

Just one person showing up and supporting you each day.

One person commenting on your content.

One person buying your products.

How would you treat them?

Presumably you would build an incredible relationship with that
person. You would get to know as much as you could about them. You would
support them anyway you could. You would communicate with them regularly.

Use this mindset in your daily community management efforts.

In the early days of your community, you will likely only have a few community
members.

Try to treat each one as if they were your only supporter.

https://www.tomross.co
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FRIENDSHIPS OVER FOLLOWERS
Mike Janda is one of the best community builders I know and also my
illustrious co-host at our podcast Biz Buds. I’m consistently amazed at
how much Mike’s community cares! When he had a recent birthday, his
community came out in force, sharing celebratory messages across
their own platforms.

When I asked Mike how he’s built such a warm, engaged community,
his answer was simple: “I don’t want 100,000 followers, I want 100,000
friends.”

Mike’s community success has come from building one relationship at
a time. He sincerely invests in his community. If someone has 30
followers, Mike never views himself as above them in any way, he’s as
happy to be friends with them as they are with him. He removes himself
from the ego-charged hierarchies of social media.

Mike’s desire for friends over followers informs all of his actions. He
simply acts in a different way than the masses of people chasing ‘10k
followers fast!’. His aim is to travel somewhere for a speaking gig and
have 5-10 people who will show up and have dinner with him.

This mindset translates to his popular live sessions. When a ton of
people join him live, they’re not strangers, they’re legitimately friends
who he dm’s with on a regular basis.

https://www.tomross.co
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This creates an immediately warm atmosphere where everybody knows
each other and feels comfortable.

I asked Mike to share some of the actionable ways he’s been able to
achieve this ‘friendship at scale’:

HE SHOWS UP FOR HIS COMMUNITY:

Mike doesn’t expect his community to show up for him and this not to
be reciprocated. He regularly comments on their content, wishes them
happy birthday, shouts them out and celebrates their achievements.
Like any good friendship, it’s a two way street.

HOW HE MANAGES HIS TIME:

Mike admitted that he has to work smart to do this at such scale. He
takes advantage of his down time moments better than most people
(integrating community management throughout his day, between
tasks, on the couch etc…). He often does voice to text for speed. He
avoids audio messages as this often prompts the other person to
respond with audio back (which takes much more time to consume vs
reading their text-based reply). On Instagram he uses his primary/
general inboxes to help filter and manage high volumes of
conversations. He also rarely responds with a question, as this can
generate more interaction than he can sometimes handle - for
example, he’ll respond ‘hope you’re well!’ rather than ‘how are you?’ (I
do the same!)

https://www.tomross.co
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MAKE COMMUNITY MANAGEMENT A HABIT:

Mike shows up for his community every day, and admits that if he takes
days off, messages can build up and become stressful. I’ve experienced
this myself, where a backlog can cause me huge anxiety, and despite
‘being on the hook’ when showing up daily, it actually makes
community management far more achievable, just weaving this habit
into your day to day.

MULTIPLE PLATFORMS:

After growing his Instagram community to over 150,000 people, Mike
diversified to other platforms (Youtube, Twitter, Podcast, Facebook
group etc). This serves several purposes. Firstly, it allows his
community to connect with him in ever more varied ways. Their
connection often deepens as they consume his content in written,
video and audio forms. It’s also a useful way to filter and identify true
fans. If somebody is happy to migrate across multiple platforms, it’s
often a great sign that they’re highly engaged and committed. This
allows Mike to then devote additional time building relationships with
these core people in his community.

https://www.tomross.co
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VALUE MAGNITUDE

Another model for thinking about wowing your early community is ‘value
magnitude’.

Imagine for a second that The Rock (replace him with any celebrity you love) likes
your photo on Instagram.

Now I don’t know about you, but if that happens,
I’m screenshotting that photo as evidence,
shouting about it all over my social media and
telling everyone I know. (Ok, I’m a fanboy, sue me!).

In that instance, it would take the Rock literally two
seconds to like my photo. Basically zero effort on
his part. But the value and delight it would give me
would be enormous.

This is because The Rock has leverage. He is famous. He has a huge fanbase.
Hence the very fact of him noticing me would be a big deal.

Now, on the contrary, when you’re starting your
community, you have zero leverage. Nobody
knows you. They have no reason to care. Your
actions unfortunately have very little bearing on
their life. Not only that, but there are a billion other
community leaders likely pulling at their attention.
They’re tired. We’re all tired.
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Give value back to your early community
members at an order of magnitude greater
than what they give you.

https://www.tomross.co
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Now let me ask you - if you left a handful of comments on various accounts, would
you be more likely to be a long-time community member of the person giving you
back all that value and building a real relationship with you, or would it be the
person who totally ignored your comment and never acknowledged that you
existed?

A COMMUNITY MEMBER LEAVES A SHORT COMMENT ON YOUR INSTAGRAM POST.

YOU RESPOND TO THEIR COMMENT

YOU GO TO THEIR PROFILE AND COMMENT ON THREE OF THEIR POSTS, WITH REALLY IN DEPTH,
SUPPORTIVE FEEDBACK.

YOU DM THEM TO THANK THEM FOR THEIR COMMENT AND ASK HOW YOU CAN HELP THEM.

YOU CONTINUE TO ENGAGE WITH THEM REGULARLY OVER THE NEXT FEW WEEKS.

YOU LOOK FOR OTHER OPPORTUNITIES TO HELP THEM AND BRING THEM VALUE.

https://www.tomross.co
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VALUE MAGNITUDE AT WORK
In the early days of my community, I recognised the value of those
initial people who showed up for me. I ended up picking 10 of my most
regular commenters from those early days and gave them free group
coaching once a week, every week for 7 months!

Bearing in mind (and not to humblebrag) but my hourly coaching rate is
$500 per hour! That’s literally thousands of dollars worth of coaching,
in return for their few early comments, which cost them nothing. I
showed up for those amazing people every single week for 7 months,
no matter what my schedule looked like.

This may sound crazy to you. I can already hear the angry mob
proclaiming ‘screw that! My time has value!’.

BUT HERE’S SOME REAL BENEFITS THAT CAME OUT OF THOSE 7 MONTHS:

▪ Those early community members became true fans

▪ They were so active in my community that they encouraged others
to do the same. In essence, they got the ball rolling for the amazing
community that followed.

▪ I learned a ton about how to do group coaching, which then let me
do a much better job at this when I eventually charged for group
coaching.
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▪ I got invaluable feedback from them to help me refine my early
community strategies.

▪ They told their audiences and brought more people into my
community.

▪ One of them sent me the greatest gift of all time (more on this later
in this chapter!)

▪ I get to share this story and show that I align my actions with my
words.

When folk ask me how my community is so engaged, I point them to
stories like this. It didn’t happen by accident, it took real work.

https://www.tomross.co
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PERSONALISE AND DELIGHT

So much of the magic of the unscalable comes down to surprising and delighting
your community members. Very few community leaders put in the hard work to
scale the unscalable, so when you do, people love it.

Here are some examples of how this has played out for myself and other avid
community builders:

GYMSHARK: BLACK FRIDAY

Gymshark is an incredible, community focused
brand who nurture their customers better than
virtually anyone else. Unfortunately a few years ago,
Black Friday went very wrong for them. Endless
technical issues, leading to a customer service
nightmare.

Founder Ben Francis embodied their community first
ethos by sitting and manually hand-writing over 1000
personal apology letters to customers.

This simple but heartfelt gesture quickly turned the public narrative from one of
frustration to admiration.

MY CHRISTMAS MESSAGE

At my company we have a community of over 600,000 customers. However, as a
marketplace platform we also have over 500 designers who supply us with
amazing products.

A couple of Christmas’ ago, I decided to go super personal. Rather than wishing
our designers a generic ‘Merry Christmas’, I filmed a personal video message for
each one - calling them out by name and customising my message each time. It
took literally hours, to the point I lost my voice. However, the response was well
worth it. Hundreds of messages from our designers ‘Who does this!? That was
awesome!’ ‘I can’t believe I got a personal video from your CEO!’.

https://www.tomross.co
https://eu.gymshark.com/


122 www.tomross.co

COMMUNITY MANUAL | TOM ROSS

MESSAGE EVERY MEMBER

I encouraged one of my coaching students,
Vanessa, to DM all of her 675 followers on Instagram.
She sent a short message thanking them for
following and asking how she could better serve
them.

The result? Hundreds of friendly messages back.
Some led to great relationships. Some led to
partnerships and sales. Just by showing up for her
community in a personal way, she reignited their
engagement.

IT’S THE THOUGHT THAT COUNTS

Our team is actively encouraged to send personal gifts to our core community and
customers. However, I dissuade them from ever being generic! Why send a generic
gift when a personal one will mean so much more! Our team will actively check out
community member’s social feeds to get ideas for personalised gifts. One
customer was a huge Harry Potter nerd and happened to love Lego - so they
received a Harry Potter Lego set as a gift from us. Better than a generic corporate
hamper right?

GYMSHARK: TIMES SQUARE:

I know, I know… I’m mentioning Gymshark twice. To
be honest I love the brand and have recently gotten
to know Noel Mack, their Chief Brand Officer. Asides
from being a great guy, he’s also totally passionate
about community building. So much so that when
Gymshark had an opportunity to populate a Times
Square billboard, they gave up this coveted real-
estate to one of their own community.

https://www.tomross.co
https://www.bondiletters.com/
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Youtuber and musician Corpse Husband won the
most liked Tweet with an incredible 554k likes! His
Tweet went viral, with support of his own hyper
engaged community.

Whilst Gymshark gave up the opportunity to directly
promote their own product lines, they gained
something much more - a ton of positive, free PR
(they were trending #2 on Twitter and got 1 billion
impressions!), and a public demonstration of how
much their community mean to them.

As I write this, I’m dm’ing with Noel. In his own words: “No way we’d have achieved
that by sticking our own logo up on the billboard ‘the old fashioned way’. Perhaps
100,000 people would have seen it in NYC, versus it becoming an ‘internet
moment’”.

HIGHLIGHT YOUR CUSTOMERS

My friend Lisa Glanz creates amazing digital assets
for aspiring artists. She makes a habit of sharing
work from her community, as part of her daily
'customer showcase'. This is a fantastic way for her
customers to feel recognised and appreciated, as
she shares their work with her large audience.

TIME PER MEMBER

I love the concept of ‘time per member’. If you had just one community member,
then all of your community management time could go into looking after them.

If you have 10 members, presumably you would allocate approximately 10% of your
community management time to each one.

This is why I believe the early days of your community are golden! You can go so
much deeper with each individual community member. This is why often some of
the strongest relationships you’ll make in your community are earlier on. Those
people get more of your care and time. Those people feel like they were there from
the beginning. That’s powerful.

https://www.tomross.co
https://twitter.com/Corpse_Husband?ref_src=twsrc%5Egoogle%7Ctwcamp%5Eserp%7Ctwgr%5Eauthor
https://www.lisaglanz.com/
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HERE’S AN EXAMPLE OF HOW MY TIME PER COMMUNITY MEMBER HAS SHIFTED:

Often community leaders who deeply care about their people, as I do, will hark
back to those glorious early days. I personally miss having the time to befriend
each follower. When I’m on the hamster wheel of cranking through my DMs, I miss
being able to stop and simply enjoy the conversations.

Don’t make the mistake of neglecting those early members. They’re the start of
it all!

SIZE OF COMMUNITY ATTENTION PER COMMUNITY MEMBER

10 COMMUNITY MEMBERS I personally befriended each one. I
regularly chatted with them, jumped on
calls, engaged with their content etc…

100 COMMUNITY MEMBERS I had ongoing, deep conversations with
most folk who messaged me. I
regularly engaged with their content
and supported them.

5000 COMMUNITY MEMBERS I put in additional time to maintain the
depth of engagement I was giving my
community. I could no longer build
one-on-one relationships with each
person, but I invested a ton of time into
the people who engaged with my
content and messaged me.

50,000 COMMUNITY MEMBERS I don’t personally know the vast
majority of my community. I still
respond to every dm and most
comments, but it’s a struggle. I leave
voice notes in the dms to maintain a
personal touch, but can send a
hundred of these in an hour, to try and
reply to everyone. I’m lucky if I can
spend 60 seconds on each community
member that engages with me.

https://www.tomross.co


COMMUNITY IS ALL ABOUT THE PEOPLE
Corbett Barr is one of my original business mentors and somebody
who I have enormous respect for. He has built the incredible
community Fizzle, helping thousands entrepreneurs, as well as more
recently Palapa.co, one of the most promising emerging community
platforms. I asked Corbett how he’s had such success in building
communities:

“At the end of the day, community is really about connections and
conversations between real people. So many businesses look at
community as an add-on technology, as if adding a forum to your
website is all you need to do to create vibrant conversations. This rarely
works because building real community requires care and feeding. Your
community needs activities and introductions and events and
incentives, especially if you want people to do more than introduce
themselves and leave, never to be seen again.

The strength and longevity of any community (and long-term retention
of members) depends on the value people receive from participating.
Human connection can be an incredibly powerful attractor and
motivator, but it doesn't come automatically. This is especially true with
online experiences where people are having short, low bandwidth
conversations without all the natural social and conversational cues
they would experience in the real world.
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BUILDING AN ENDURING COMMUNITY STARTS WITH RECOGNIZING THAT REAL
COMMUNITY IS SO MUCH MORE JUST A TECHNOLOGY OR PLATFORM. TO FOSTER DEEP
CONNECTIONS, TRY THE FOLLOWING:

▪ Host regular conversations for all community members over a video
platform like Zoom.

▪ If possible, consider in person meetups for community members. If
there aren’t enough members of your community in your own city,
take a multi-stop trip where you meet in person in several cities. Or, if
community members are likely to attend a specific conference, host
a special meetup sometime during that conference.

▪ Reach out proactively to new community members and introduce
yourself through a one-on-one channel, or even set up a video call.

▪ Treat the most active members of your community special. Give
them special perks or benefits, regularly ask them for feedback or
host group conversations with them.

▪ Send community members some special token of identity, like a t-
shirt, coffee mug, or something with insider meaning.

▪ Provide for spaces that encourage community members to interact
with each other, without having to rely on the owners/admins of the
community to be there. Establish small groups that are member-
led.”
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1000 TRUE FANS AND UNDERSTANDING MEMBER ENGAGEMENT

Whilst you should absolutely care about your entire community, not all members
are equally valuable from a business and community mission perspective.

I’m sure you’ll agree that a disengaged community member who never even sees
your content is worth considerably less to your community versus a die-hard true
fan who engages deeply with everything you put out.

HERE’S A BREAKDOWN OF HOW I THINK ABOUT COMMUNITY MEMBERS:

LEVEL OF ENGAGEMENT TYPICAL BEHAVIOUR

INACTIVE Doesn’t interact with your community
at all, aside from being a member (by
previously following/joining).

LOW ENGAGEMENT More passively consuming your
content, but rarely engaging.

AVERAGE ENGAGEMENT Still on the passive side, but a little
more vocal.

HIGHER THAN AVERAGE ENGAGEMENT Shows up regularly in comments and
messages

VERY HIGH ENGAGEMENT A regular in your comments and inbox.
Typically supports you across multiple
platforms, attends live sessions etc…

TRUE FAN Engages regularly and deeply with all
you put out. Buys whatever you sell.
Promotes your community to others,
for free. Defends you against haters.
Attends every live session. Is your
biggest cheerleader.

https://www.tomross.co
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THIS IS HOW ALL RELATIONSHIPS WORK

Think about it, no relationship happens immediately. Your best friend didn't become
your best friend overnight! Realise that cultivating true fans and engaged
community members takes years of consistent work. It's not that different than a
romantic relationship. Here's how my relationship has/will play out with my fiancee
Maxine:

Kevin Kelly’s much lauded essay ‘1000 true fans’
dictates that most small businesses can operate
successfully serving just 1000 true fans. These
people are so valuable from a commercial and
community perspective that they give you all you
need to support yourself and your mission.

The broad goal of any successful, thriving community is to have less members on
the disengaged end of the spectrum, and more on the highly engaged/true fan end
of the spectrum.

As I’ve discussed at length in this book already, so much of this true fandom comes
from building deep relationships one-by-one, and having a clear, compelling
mission that members can buy into.

FRIENDS

DATING

COUPLE

ENGAGED

MARRIED

LIFE
PARTNERS

STRANGERS

ACQUAINTANCES

https://www.tomross.co
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THE GREATEST GIFT EVER!
I’ve been amazed at the kindness and support shown by my true fans.
Possibly the most incredible example is from community member and
friend Tamer Ghoneim (featured earlier in this book). Tamer exhibits all
the actions of a true fan. He was super vocal in my community from the
early days. He re-shares my content all the time. He shouts me out in
the most positive, thoughtful ways. I appreciate him a ton.

One day I was in my company office and a giant cardboard box showed
up. I open it and discover a brand new, cherry sunburst, Gibson Les
Paul guitar inside. Literally my dream guitar. It turns out Tamer had
remembered me talking about this guitar 6 months previously, and had
ordered one all the way from Texas, to show up at my door. That guitar
is hanging on my wall as I write this book, and every time I look at it I’m
reminded of Tamer’s incredible kindness.

On the bookshelf behind me are some of my favourite gifts from
community members. Hand-written notes, pieces of art, souvenirs. I
love them all, and position them prominently in my work space to
remind me of what matters - the impact you make upon your
community, and the kindness they will show you in return.

https://www.tomross.co
https://www.instagram.com/blackletterfoundry/
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INDICATORS OF FAN-SHIP:
Whilst you’ll likely notice the true fans in your community, it’s important to always
be on the lookout for highly engaged members who could become potential true
fans.

By being aware of desired behaviours in your community, you can deploy more
time and energy into the people you know will become the backbone of your
community.

SOME GREAT INDICATORS OF FAN-SHIP INCLUDE:

▪ Commenting on your content regularly

▪ Attending live sessions

▪ Private messaging you support

▪ Speaking positively about you in other places (including in other communities)

▪ Re-sharing your content

▪ Voting in surveys/polls

▪ Suggesting ideas to help you

Once you start to notice these amazing people, you can deploy your time
disproportionately towards helping them.

https://www.tomross.co


131 www.tomross.co

COMMUNITY MANUAL | TOM ROSS

FILTERING FANS
As you grow, it becomes impossible to talk to all of your community members
directly.

An effective solution is filtering down to those community members who are most
engaged, using the indicators of fan-ship discussed above. You can effectively
focus your more personal, hands-on community management efforts on this core
community, and serve your wider community in less-personal, but more scalable
efforts.

LOW ENGAGED
COMMUNITY MEMBERS

SCALABLE COMMUNITY MANAGEMENT
[LESS PERSONAL]

UNSCALABLE COMMUNITY MANAGEMENT
[MORE PERSONAL]

HIGHLY ENGAGED
COMMUNITY MEMBERS

https://www.tomross.co
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FOCUS ON YOUR CORE COMMUNITY
I’ve worked with a friend who had over 400,000+ members in his
community. Despite the huge size of his community, engagement
wasn’t great. When I explained some of my best tips for building
engagement, my friend felt overwhelmed at the thought of being so
hands-on and personal managing a community of this size. After all, no
person could sustain this with 400,000 people!

I pointed out that he had 50-100 people regularly showing up and
commenting. That should be his starting point. He should work to build
deeper relationships with the few people already showing up and
vocally supporting him. The rest would start to follow. He could still
cater to his wider community through his amazing content, live
streams etc… but that vocal minority deserved a good chunk of his
efforts.

Suddenly he felt relieved and clear on his actions. After all, 100 people
felt manageable, whereas 400,000 didn’t!

COMMUNITY MANUAL | TOM ROSS
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SCALING COMMUNITY MANAGEMENT
Whilst writing this book, one of my core community Dan (@gadaboutdan) asked
me: “How do you maintain engagement as you scale?”. I thought that the perfect
question to kick off this final section of this book.

SIDE NOTE:

Dan sent me a crate of super fancy, delicious wine a few months back, totally out
the blue as a thank you for the value my content had provided him. I mean it when I
say I’m continually blown away by the generosity and kind nature of my community.
Dan, if you’re reading this, I appreciate you a ton!

Dan poses an important question. As much as I'm a fan of doing unscalable things
to deepen connection with my communities, I also recognise that this has a ceiling.
We are human beings, with a finite number of hours in the day. At a certain stage,
you will need to think about how to scale your community and maintain healthy
engagement levels in the process.

AUTHENTICITY
Authenticity has become the latest buzzword in the marketing world. However, long
before it was used so widely, I was sharing that I believed ‘authenticity is the new
currency’. That is to say, in a world of fakeness (Lambo lifestyle anyone?), being your
true self is the single best way to cut through the bullshit of social media, and
deeply connect with your audience.

Whilst authenticity is highly effective for forming a real connection with your
community, I don’t view it as some tactic. The tips in this book are not designed to
help you architect some false narrative of what a genuine person you are. It’s about
giving you permission to show your true self to the world.

https://www.tomross.co
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HERE ARE SOME TIPS FOR HOW TO BE MORE AUTHENTIC IN HOW YOU SHOW UP FOR
YOUR COMMUNITY:

▪ Show all sides of yourself, including sides that may be imperfect, ‘ugly’ or
embarrassing. People don’t need another highlight reel, they need truth.

▪ Drop the filter. We all filter and censor ourselves in subtle ways before sharing
ourselves with our public. Whilst I’m not encouraging you to share every little
thought that pops into your head, I am encouraging you to try censoring
yourself less. Some of my friends who have attracted hoards of true fans have
done so by doing just that.

▪ Go deeper. Don’t just show a surface level insight into your life. Go deeper into
your feelings and emotions.

▪ Be less polished. Stop over-editing. Stop focusing on perfecting your content.
Just post. Just share. Just hit ‘go live’. People are increasingly drawn to content
that feels rough, real and in the moment.

HERE IS A BREAKDOWN OF THE PROS AND CONS OF BEING AUTHENTIC WITH
YOUR COMMUNITY:

PROS CONS

YOU BECOME MORE HUMAN AND RELATABLE
IT’S SCARY TO PUT YOURSELF
OUT THERE

YOU FORM A DEEPER BOND WITH YOUR COMMUNITY YOU RISK BEING JUDGED

IT’S CATHARTIC TO SHARE SO OPENLY

IT CAN RELIEVE STRESS AND GIVE A SENSE OF CONTROL BY SHARING MORE
OF YOURSELF WITH THE WORLD

YOU ARE DOING A POSITIVE PUBLIC SERVICE. IF SHARING THE HIGHLIGHT
REEL IS DAMAGING (WHICH IT IS PROVEN TO BE), THEN SHARING YOUR
REALITY WILL BE INADVERTENTLY HELPING PEOPLE. THE NUMBER OF
TIMES I’VE SHARED WHEN I’VE FELT TIRED OR BURNED OUT AND MY
COMMUNITY HAVE RESPONDED AT SCALE THANKING ME FOR SHARING MY
VULNERABILITY AND HUMANITY WITH THEM. FAKE NARRATIVES ARE TOXIC.
THE TRUTH EMPOWERS OTHERS.

https://www.tomross.co
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For me, the benefits out-weigh the cons every single time. However, I’m not for a
moment diminishing the fear of putting yourself out there. Or the anguish that can
come from trolls and haters judging you at your most vulnerable. Fuck those
people.

For all you reticent content producers, let me
take you back a few years to my first
Instagram selfie-video. Growing up, public
speaking was my worst fear. I would get the
shaky hands, the nervous sweating, the
visible terror. It was painful. I remember
having to give a speech in front of my whole
school and being mortified at how clearly
nervous I looked up on that stage. When I
attempted my first Instagram video, those
feelings rushed back. I would try recording,
then immediately hit ‘delete’. “I look stupid!”
“My team will judge me”. “It seems narcissistic”.
“People I went to school with will see it and laugh”. I had every thought imaginable.

That first 30 second video took me 1 full hour and around 100 discarded takes
before hitting ‘publish’. Sat on the edge of my bed I felt like I’d just run a marathon. I
was physically and mentally exhausted. And you know what happened? Nothing… I
got a couple of comments: ‘good video’. That was it… No public ridicule. No hoards
of trolls, hungry to devour my precious ego. After repeating this painful process a
few hundred times (at one stage I even committed to a daily video, allowing myself
only 1 take), it became like second nature. Now I don’t get nervous at all, even when
going live in front of 2000 people. I promise I’m not a natural. In fact, I’m probably
the furthest thing from it. Without sounding like a bullshit motivational speaker, I
truly believe that if I can do it, you can too!

I wasn't a natural on video!

https://www.tomross.co
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THIS IS HARD TO SHARE
If you’ve followed my content for a while, you’ll know that following 18
hour days building my company, I hospitalised myself, requiring major
stomach surgery. Whilst it’s been cathartic to share this terrible
experience in my content, I’ve always avoided being too specific about
my ongoing health symptoms, due to embarrassment I guess.

The truth is, the plethora of drugs I was put
on, around the time of my surgery seems
to have thrown out the balance of bacteria
in my gut drastically. This has resulted in a
host of digestive issues, none of which are
particularly fun. They typically flare up in
the mornings, meaning that even now, years on, I’ll attend morning calls
with my team, feeling and looking totally drained.

It’s the most frustrating thing in the world. It’s something I can’t think or
work my way out of. I often feel like it’s holding me back. Technically,
due to its pervasive and ongoing nature, this qualifies as a ‘chronic
health issue’. I’m 32 years old. I feel like I should be at my prime, not
contending with this crap.

COMMUNITY MANUAL | TOM ROSS
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I try to stay positive. I get on with things. My fiancee is amazingly
supportive. I’m working with a new specialist doctor to help improve
symptoms. I have much to be grateful for. So many have it much worse.
But yeah, it sucks.

Now, I share this to be real with you, but also to lead by example. Do
you feel more or less connected with me, after I’ve shared this hard,
embarrassing truth? I’m betting more. Don’t be the idiot standing by a
rented Lamborghini. Be the person who is brave enough to open up to
your community and be truly vulnerable. I promise no-one really likes
the Lamborghini guy anyway.

https://www.tomross.co
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CREATING CONNECTION THROUGH
VULNERABILITY
There is a saying ‘people connect with people’. Really, it should be
‘people connect with people who are open’. When do you ever hear ‘I
really deeply connected with that person, they were a total closed
book!’?

One of the most awesome, open people I know is my friend Peggy
Dean, who runs the thriving creative community The Pigeon Letters.
I’ve hosted a number of fun (and often hilarious) live events with Peggy,
and the audience engagement is always super high. As we chat live, I’ll
read the incoming comments loving how ‘authentic’ ‘funny’ and ‘real’
Peggy is. She never pretends to be perfect or polished, and it is in her
imperfections and genuine nature that she connects with her audience.

https://www.tomross.co
https://www.thepigeonletters.com/
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In Peggy’s own words, here is how this has helped her to build an
incredibly loyal, supportive community:

“I've made the choice to show up in my community by owning my
mental health journey. I opt to call it a journey rather than a struggle
because I believe that the language we use around mental health
contributes to its stigma and I don't think that any of us should have to
feel that way. Because I exposed myself in such a way, it brought the
same out in others and they felt connected and no longer alone in what
they thought was a battle. When I launched my membership,
enrollments doubled my expectations and I owe it to authenticity. The
feedback I receive almost always includes appreciation for showing up
in a real way. I now have a thriving creative community without fluff or
polish, and that's a beautiful thing.”

https://www.tomross.co
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SHARE MORE OF YOURSELF
My friend James Martin has cultivated one of the most loyal, caring and
engaged communities I’ve witnessed in all my years on social media.
When I asked him how, he shared how it all came down to authenticity.

“The best way I have found to cultivate an engaged community is being
open and honest with the way I interact. I talk openly about my work,
my process, and also my life. Social media is full of fakery and I feel
people are sick of it. Opening up and sharing the good times, as well as
the bad, has made me relatable to my audience. They feel that they can
trust what I am telling them as the things I am mentioning they have no
doubt experienced themselves. The only way to instill trust within a
community is if you lead by example and be your authentic self… this
will give others the power to do the same.

My job as a logo designer is to tell stories - these stories not only help
my clients to engage with the work I create, but it also allows my
community to understand my thought pattern and understand the way
I break projects down. This transparency and “share all” side of my
process has allowed people to “join the ride” - it helps them to feel that
they themselves are a part of the process and that creates an instant
impact. I have a serious passion for my work and I feel that resonates
within the community. I wear my heart on my sleeve and this allows
people to see there is a human behind the work - and people care
about people - more than they do the work.”
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Looking from the outside in, I can testify to everything James shared
above. There are tons of logo designers endlessly sharing their work,
but nothing more. James is the only one I know who also shares his life
in such raw detail. James shares things with his community that would
terrify most people to publicise online. He truly opens up to his
community and involves them in his story. I’ve experienced this effect
first hand. Recently, we took our online friendship offline and met up,
with our partners and dogs. I commented to James that his extreme
openness and authenticity made me feel like I’d been friends with him
much longer than I actually have. It’s like a fast-track to real human
connection.

COMMUNITY MANUAL | TOM ROSS
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MACRO BRANDING VS MICRO BRANDING
Last year, I developed a concept I call ‘macro branding vs micro branding’.
Essentially, your macro branding is the top level perception of your brand - the
things you are broadly associated with. Taking my man crush of The Rock, he is
widely known as a Hollywood action movie star and former pro wrestler. Where
things get interesting however, is when you consider micro branding. Micro
branding consists of the dozens of small things you choose to share with your
community. Typically these are idiosyncrasies and personal traits that come across
in your content. In the case of The Rock, as well as being aware of his career status,
I know about his love of cheat meals (particularly french toast with maple syrup). I
know about his travelling gym, or the fact he’s a big softy with his daughters. I know
about his incredible work ethic, or how he’s kind and generous to his fans and crew.
His love of tequila. His brotherly banter with Kevin Hart. His fashion style.

Arguably, it is the micro branding moments shared that allow me to connect with
him as a person, far more so than the macro branding.

When I think of any of my favourite community leaders, influencers or celebrities, I
notice a similar pattern. I often connect with parts of their personality that they
choose to share, their hobbies or weird sense of humour (huge lover of puns here!).

The point is (and this follows nicely on from my thoughts around authenticity), the
more you share of yourself (even the seemingly insignificant, random, small things)
the more you are planting seeds of opportunity for your audience to connect with
you (or at least some part of you). Ever chat with someone and the conversation is
a little flat, until halfway in when you discover a shared passion or interest?
Immediately the conversation becomes more interesting and you start to bond.
You can achieve a similar effect with your community, simply by opening up,
weirdness and all!

https://www.tomross.co
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THE CULT OF FROG
I recently connected with Rachel Reichenbach, the talented student
behind the brand Rainylune. Rachel has built one of the most
fascinating and unique communities I’ve come across. What started as
some fun doodles of a frog character, has grown into an audience of
over 100,000 super fans, a successful business and $180,000
Kickstarter campaign (for an amazing frog backpack!).

Our conversation was so deep and insightful, I’ve pulled out some of
my favourite community building tips that Rachel shared, for your
benefit:

BE REAL:

Rachel shared how showing up as a human, rather than a brand had
been instrumental in building a sense of community. She shows up
daily for her audience, sharing insights from her life, and talking person
to person. It never feels like she’s broadcasting to her audience, rather
she’s in the trenches with them, she is one of them. Rachel shares
everything from delays with product manufacturers to her family
helping behind the scenes. These moments of reality allow her
audience to connect much deeper. In Rachel’s words: ‘They get to see
that I’m a real human being, who’s trying my best’.

https://www.tomross.co
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SCALE CONVERSATION:

Rachel admittedly finds it difficult to maintain conversations with
individual community members at scale. Her Discord community is
perfect, as she can open up conversation in a group setting ‘how is
everyone’s day today?’ and then not be solely responsible for driving
the conversation that follows. It becomes a group exercise (many to
many) rather than just resting on her (one to one).

GIVE THEM A NAME:

Rachel’s community is so engaged that they’ve earned the monika,
‘The Frog Cult’. By naming her community, she has increased a sense of
belonging and shared identity.

INTROVERTS CAN BUILD COMMUNITY TOO:

Rachel is admittedly shy and introverted, which I find fascinating for
someone leading such an active, social community. She has adapted
her community around her personality, avoiding content mediums that
are more draining for her, such as video, opting to instead rely on text
based interactions. She also finds it super helpful that her community
members can drive much of the conversation.
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GIVE THEM A HOME:

Outside of her popular social channels, Rachel opened up a Discord
server to give her community a proper home. This server is filled with
2000 of her most engaged community members and has become a
hub of activity. Inside, they use various channels to discuss everything
from gaming to cooking, art, and of course, frogs.

INCENTIVISE, THEN RETAIN:

Rachel uses fantastic incentives such as pins (physical products) to
entice her audience to join her paid Patreon community. She explains
how these perks encourage people to sign up, but it is the Discord
community chat that gets them to stick around. ‘They come for the
pins, but stay for the community’. She also gives her paying community
members access to an array of special deals, exclusive products and
other benefits - making them feel like VIPs.

INVOLVE THEM:

Rachel regularly involves her community members in decisions for her
brand. They help shape which products she takes to market, which
designs get approved and how her community platform chat platform
evolves.
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GET HELP:

In the early days of her community, Rachel enlisted her friends to
generate early activity, and avoid the ‘ghost town effect’ common in
many early-stage communities. As she explained ‘it was like taking our
friend’s private group chat and making it public.’. This early interaction
combined with her friends simply being their authentic selves was
enough to motivate other early members to get involved. As things
scaled, she enlisted active community members as moderators to help
make community management a group exercise.
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GO LIVE
Live events were one of the biggest things we’ve
done to help build community at my company
Design Cuts. Every Thursday I host a live session
with an expert speaker, where we learn from them,
answer questions from the community and
generally have a blast! These live sessions were so
popular that we even expanded them into week long
events that we run most months. Often these events
can feature up to 6 speakers in a single day.

The beauty of live is in the raw style inherent in the format. You can have the best
microphone and lighting setup in the world, but ultimately the fact that you can
speak and respond directly to your audience, in real-time is what fosters the
community connection.

Virtually all social platforms now have the functionality to be able to ‘go live’ with
your audience. I highly recommend that you take advantage. Even if only 3 people
show up (which is common at the start), keep going. Some of the most prolific live
streamers in the world started by showing up weekly for those 3 people. Give your
all to those 3 people, as if they were 3000.

Have some fun with the medium. Recently I called up a community member to
come and join me ‘on stage’. This was a great opportunity for the wider community
to see one of their own streaming live, chatting with me as the host and enjoying
themselves. I also regularly watch the live comments and will often announce ‘Sally,
you’ve been so amazing today in the chat! Can the team behind the scenes hook
Sally up with a gift voucher please as a sign of my appreciation!’. Moments like
these may impact the individual mentioned the most, but they have a ripple effect
of positivity on the wider community attending.
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ANSWER ONE, ANSWER MANY
As discussed in previous chapters, even with the most engaged communities,
you’ll only see a small percentage actively engaging. That isn’t to say that the rest
simply don’t care, but rather, they prefer being a passive participant in your
community.

The beauty of publicly answering questions from your engaged community
members is that you’ll typically be helping your wider community too. By
addressing questions in your content, live events and community sessions you’ll be
providing value for the silent majority.

This is an effective way to connect with your community at scale, without scaling
your time.

https://www.tomross.co


149 www.tomross.co

COMMUNITY MANUAL | TOM ROSS

EMPOWERING WOMEN THROUGH
COMMUNITY
Renée Kapuku and Courtney Boateng are no strangers to community
building. They’ve both established incredible audiences on social
media, but their recent project, the To My Sisters podcast, could be
their most impressive community project to date.

Just 5 months in, the podcast is now attracting 65,000 downloads per
month and frequently trending in the charts. Their mission? Promoting
the oneness, growth and development of sisters across the world. The
show shares the two friend’s candid, raw conversations around
everything from entrepreneurship to beauty standards and
relationships.

When I caught up with Renee and Courtney, they were kind enough to
share some of the ingredients to their success:

AUTHENTICITY AND VULNERABILITY:

To My Sisters brings Renee and Courtney’s candid, offline chats, online,
for public consumption. As they go deep into incredibly personal topics
and share hard truths, their audience experiences a catharsis and deep
connection with this level of authenticity. In Courtney’s words: “We
serve as a proxy for people who sometimes lack intimate relationships
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and discussions in their own life. We are the big sisters for our
community”. Through this openness, the two hosts are frequently
surprised at how much their community knows about them. Their
listeners will often cite inside jokes, mannerisms and idiosyncrasies in
the comments. Many community members note how the show
inspired them to have their own raw, honest conversations with loved
ones - extending the impact Renee and Courtney are able to have.

In a recent episode, Renee shared a particularly vulnerable truth.
Courtney’s real time reaction ‘I didn’t know you went through that!’ was
a sincere response from a friend. Both hosts agree there is magic in
those real moments. It’s unscripted, unfiltered and genuine.

MAKE IT INTERACTIVE:

Much of the show’s success has come from the direct interaction with
the community. Renee and Courtney make an effort to respond to
every message, often eliciting a surprised reaction ‘oh my gosh! I can’t
believe you got back to me!’. This only shows how powerful it can be for
your community to actually feel acknowledged and heard. They let the
show’s direction be organically driven by community feedback. As their
community resonated with episodes on family and other holistic
topics, they shifted focus away from business to meet this demand.
Renee and Courtney recently added a section to the show where
listeners can submit their dilemmas, and get help from their big sisters.
This kind of community driven content is a way to deeply connect with
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the person being helped, whilst helping their listenership at scale, by
addressing relevant issues. Renee is also a master at involving their
community in the conversation after an episode drops. She’ll post polls,
quizzes and other interactive content on social media after an episode
launches, to give further opportunities for listeners to engage with the
show.

RECORD LIKE NOBODY’S LISTENING:

You’re likely familiar with the phrase ‘dance like nobody’s watching’. In
Renee and Courtney’s case, they paradoxically try to forget about their
community whilst recording. They want to ensure the content is
honest, real and raw - rather than shaped by a reverse-engineering of
what their community wants. They absolutely do listen to and care
about their community. However, for the hour they’re recording, it’s just
the two of them, shut off from the world. This private, closed space
allows them to create content which can then truly resonate with the
masses.
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ELECT LEADERS/MODS
As your community grows, you will undoubtedly need help in order to scale your
community management efforts. This could be a VA, helping to filter incoming
messages and keep your inbox tidy. It could be elected moderators in a private
community space.

HERE ARE MY TIPS FOR SELECTING COMMUNITY MEMBERS TO HELP YOU MANAGE THE
WIDER COMMUNITY:

▪ Draw up a role description, outlining exactly what you require help with. Make it
detailed.

▪ Look for individuals already acting in accordance with this role. Every engaged
community typically has a few members who are particularly helpful and
proactive. These often make for great moderators.

▪ Monetary incentives are nice, but not always necessary. I’ve seen equally great
results working with community members who have been paid, versus those
who simply want to help, and feel recognised for doing so.

▪ When you approach/select your chosen community leaders, talk them through
exactly what they will be required to do. Ensure they’re clear on the role and
what it entails.

▪ Don’t be afraid to revoke moderator/leader status if people aren’t stepping up to
the plate, or are acting contrary to your community guidelines.

▪ Listen to them! Often these individuals will bring great ideas to the table about
how to further improve your community.

▪ Celebrate them! Publicly appreciate these people. Shout them out. Thank them.
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BUILDING COMMUNITY THROUGH EVENTS
Bejay Mulenga is a multi-award-winning serial social entrepreneur, with
over 10 years of business-building experience, having trained over
10,000 entrepreneurs as part of his work.

As founder of the Supa Network and The Business Building Club, Bejay
is highly respected for the incredible business events he has put on
throughout the years. These events see huge attendance and foster a
tight sense of community. Chatting to Bejay, I found the IRL event
space a fascinating vehicle for community building. Here were some of
Bejay’s top tips for how to leverage this model:

GETTING STARTED

Bejay stressed the importance of defining your target community
member profile. You have to know who you’re serving. To get started,
he would leverage his personal network, asking friends and
connections if they knew anyone who fit his ideal member profile. Bejay
explained the importance of starting small: “Don’t find 1000 people,
that’s daunting. Find 50. Perhaps get 10 of those to come to a really
amazing private experience.”. Quality over quantity is imperative to
establishing a good reputation in the events space, and it allows your
early events to feel more manageable.
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HOW TO SECURE EVENT SPACES (FOR FREE!)

I challenged Bejay that renting event spaces would be prohibitively
expensive for most budding community founders. However, Bejay
explained how he has created events in some of the most high quality
venues in London (Soho House, The Office Group), totally free of
charge! When venues tried to push back with fees, he would
convincingly show his track record, and promise a super valuable,
interesting event that would look great on their events calendar. Bejay
quickly established a reputation as somebody who could pack out a
venue with high quality attendees, which was actually a benefit to the
venues he worked with. This simple shift from willingly accepting a fee,
to having a conversation ‘I want to bring tons of value for your
members’, shows entrepreneurial hustle as it’s best.

KEEP THE CONVERSATION GOING

Bejay uses digital spaces to keep interactions going after each event.
He realises that much of the networking and chat that members enjoy
can happen between events. These spaces can also help to create
anticipation and awareness for upcoming events. Bejay uses Mighty
Networks, Whatsapp Groups, Facebook and Slack to communicate
with members across multiple touchpoints, which he says helps create
a deeper connection with them.

KEEP THEM COMING BACK

When I asked Bejay how he kept his retention so high, he explained how
it all starts with culture. Your events have to stick in people’s mind as
something of value. By having a strong vision, and providing
exceptional events/programs for your members, you will build loyalty
over time, no shortcuts. Bejay also leverages champions - those
individuals who are particularly engaged and proactive during his
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events. He will disproportionately allocate time helping these people
reach their next milestone, and then leverage their achievements as
stories to inspire wider members. This approach helps to train less
engaged members to follow their lead - by stepping up, engaging and
reaping the benefits. Bejay also works hard to properly segment his
audience and understand their needs. This happens through things like
email list segmentation (based on interests and attendance patterns) as
well as one-on-one conversations, where Bejay and his team can help
guide members towards upcoming events they know they would love.
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EMPOWER COMMUNITY MEMBERS
Around a decade ago, I was an active member of entrepreneurial community Fizzle,
started by Corbett Barr (featured earlier in this book). Fizzle was fantastic, and I
learned a lot there. The community leaders set up a section in their message board
that encouraged community members to host their own in-real-life meet-ups. Sure
enough, community-led meet-ups started popping up all around the world. As fun
as the online interactions had been, it was awesome to attend the first Fizzle
London meet up with a dozen other Fizzlers. We soon found ourselves sharing
inside-jokes from our favourite Fizzle podcast episodes, over a pint. To anyone else
looking in, this would have looked like a geeky group, and it was! We were geeking
out over a shared passion, over a community that meant a lot to us. If you can get
your community members to do the same, you’ve built something truly special!
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HIRING A COMMUNITY MANAGER
Dave Talas is known as ‘The Instagram Doctor’, however, his rise to
success hasn’t come without struggles. Dave was kind enough to share
the point at which he realised he needed help:

“My Instagram blew up insanely quickly (zero to 10K followers in 2
months), and I had no chance to adapt to receiving hundreds of
comments and messages every day. I also thought that if I didn’t
respond to each one of them, I’m a bad person who doesn’t care about
his audience.

So every single day when I went to sleep with unread messages or
comments, I felt guilty. When I took 3-4 hours to respond to everyone, I
felt burnt out. I knew I needed help, but couldn’t trust anyone to
respond in my name.

But when I hired Emily, my community manager, we decided to make a
team account, that she’s been using to respond to every comment.
She also uses my own account to respond to DMs, but she makes it
clear it’s her, not me responding.

It’s such a big relief that I actually regret not hiring her a year earlier. And
it’s not just this, but now we’re working on more projects to engage the
community on a much deeper level than I ever thought possible.
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SCALE YOUR VISION
If a community is defined as ‘the condition of sharing or having certain attitudes
and interests in common’, it’s important that you’re vocal about the interests,
attitudes and ultimately vision that your community represents.

This comes back to the foundational work that you should have completed in
Chapter 1. Many of the most engaged communities have brought together people
who have shared a vision of change or a collective belief system. Whether your
community is centered around civil rights or vintage collectibles, it’s your job as the
leader to be out-spoken and passionate about what your community represents.

Leaders have passion.

Leaders show conviction.

Leaders communicate vision.

Beyond the interaction with other members, beyond the beautiful looking content,
your community members will connect most with your vision. Be public about it.
Be loud about it. Be unapologetic about it.

Before COVID-19, I attended the Creative South conference in Georgia. Due in part
to it’s relatively small attendance (less than 1000 people) compared to other bigger
design conferences, there was an undeniable feeling of a close-knit community.

I felt like I made 200 new friends over the 4 days at that conference. I was
surrounded by awesome, like-minded folk. Not only were they all creative, but they
all seemed incredibly aligned as people. It was freaking magical! Much of this
stemmed from the inspiring efforts of the conference organisers and volunteers,
but much came from the vision. Conference founder Mike Jones coined the

conference slogan ‘hug
necks’, and let me tell you -
I’ve never been warmly
hugged by so many
strangers in my life! The
vision ‘hug necks’ directly
translated into a code of
conduct - one of warmth,
friendship and good vibes.
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THE CUTEST COMMUNITY IN THE WORLD
My friend Catherine Kay runs the awesome brand Katnipp and has built
one of the most positive, engaged communities I’ve ever seen. Her
weekly vlogs attract tens of thousands of eager viewers and hundreds
of supportive commenters, who adore her Kawaii (cute) artwork/
products.

We recently chatted about what has allowed her to create such a
wonderful community, and these were the main takeaways:

AUTHENTIC CONTENT:

Catherine is naturally extroverted and loves connecting with people.
She lets her warm personality shine through in her weekly vlogs on
Youtube, often sharing moments of humanity and imperfections. If she
drops the camera mid-filming, she keeps that in. If a new product line
contains imperfections, she shares it openly, rather than hiding it away.
She never tries to be the perfect brand or businesswomen, and her
audience find deeply relatable as a result.

As real as her vlogs are, she reports still finding that the editing process
creates a barrier between her and her audience. She finds lives and
Instagram stories an even more natural way to be her unfiltered,
unedited self.
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TAKE THEM ON THE JOURNEY:

After years of transparently vlogging her life, Catherine noted
“Sometimes I’m amazed quite how much my community knows about
me!”. A content medium such as vlogging is fascinating, as it provides
so many touchpoints for your community to form a connection with
you. They may not become a true fan after a single episode, but after
tuning in for years, they’re emotionally invested!

In a recent episode, Catherine showed her office closing, as she was
moving to a new, bigger space. Her community expressed how
emotional they were whilst watching this. This reminded me of how I
felt watching the final episode of Friends, nearly crying over the empty
apartment space that I watched my favourite sitcom characters occupy
for years. Just think - if millions were brought to tears watching fictional
TV characters moving out of their apartment, how do you think they
would feel watching the same thing happening to a real person who
they have followed, championed and connected with?

MAKE IT A CONVERSATION:

Catherine is passionate about interacting with her community. When
she’s not responding to hundreds of comments and messages, she’s
involving them in polls and Q&As, ensuring they always feel heard. In
her words “We have a two way conversation, it’s not just me pushing
stuff on them.”. She regularly channels their ideas and feedback into her
popular product lines.
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APPRECIATE THEM:

Catherine will regularly acknowledge and thank her audience. You’ll
typically find her signing off videos with a note of appreciated ‘I couldn’t
do this without you guys!’. She will often create entire videos based on
suggestions from her community, make them feel involved and
empowered in defining what she should share next.

PLAY TO YOUR STRENGTHS:

Catherine talked passionately about having the self awareness to play
to your strengths. If you don’t love showing your face, film what you’re
working on or film your hands and narrate over this. She encouraged
other community builders to project their true personality in their
content, rather than trying to emulate somebody else (which never
works).
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MAKE THEM FEEL WELCOME
Often a community member’s first experience with your platform can be the
deciding factor in whether they choose to stick around. It’s imperative that
community members have a positive first experience.

Luckily, there are some fantastic ways to make each individual member feel
welcome, without having to send a personal message each time somebody joins!

PINNED WELCOME POST:

In many private community platforms, you can set a pinned welcome message to
help onboard new members. This could contain an introductions thread, where
members introduce themselves, or it could contain a helpful video of what they can
expect from your community.

HAVE FUN WITH IT:

One of my favourite entrepreneurial communities used an animated gif of the
founders celebrating with balloons and party poppers after you signed up. This fun
personal touch made all the difference for my perception as a new member, versus
if I’d just gone through a boring, standard onboarding process.

EMAIL FOLLOW UP SEQUENCE:

Most email marketing providers let you set automated series of emails that can be
used to welcome new subscribers. If you’re using an email newsletter to help
cultivate community, this is a must! You could welcome a new subscriber with an
onboarding pack, a set of freebies to say thank you, or a series of emails to help
ingratiate them into your community.
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START HERE

Many blogs have a pillar article where the author can direct new community
members towards. Typically these are titled something like ‘start here’ and
essentially hand hold the new reader through the blog’s best content and present
all available resources in a digestible, linear fashion. This stops the overwhelm that
so many new visitors can experience, and gently points them in the right direction.

NEW MEMBER WELCOME

Facebook groups have handy functionality where you can click on the latest
members in your group’s sidebar and @ mention the most recent 100 members in
a new group post. I used this regularly in my own Facebook group to notify all
mentioned members, who would then see my friendly welcome post and start
engaging.
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A DEDICATED CALLIGRAPHY COMMUNITY
My friend Paul Antonio runs PAScribe, one of the most instructive,
helpful calligraphy communities online. Asides from being a true
master of the craft, Paul has cultivated a wonderful community of like-
minded calligraphy enthusiasts, who support one another in levelling
up their skills.

Paul was kind enough to break down his community building efforts for
this book, and I share my key takeaways below:

PRIVATE LEARNING COMMUNITY

Much of Paul’s effort goes into helping his private learning community.
His public social profiles boast a vast audience, so his private
community allows him to go much deeper with these paying members.

As a model, it’s an effective one, a portion of his broad audience
become paying students, and he constructs private community spaces
to support these people.

Paul gives tons of value to his broad audience also, but is able to
effectively channel his more hands-on mentorship for his core student
community.
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In his words “My community grew out of my classes. I set up class
groups, so students could have a safe space to grow.”

GENERAL GROUPS VERSUS SPECIFIC:

Whilst Paul has a general community group, he also has specific
groups for students of his various classes. This ensures that the
community interaction of each group is closely centered around the
class’ key topic, and avoids more generalist questions that may be
found in the main group.

The specialist nature of these private community groups ensures that
Paul can provide a “higher order of detail in calligraphy, a deep dive”.

NAMING THEMSELVES

A pattern I notice in many engaged communities is that members
begin to name themselves as a collective. In Paul’s case, his members
call themselves ‘PAScribers’, a wonderful shared badge of
achievement.

SETTING THE TONE

Paul is a lovely, lovely man, but is also seriously passionate about
calligraphy. In his own words “this is not a play group”. I love his
conviction that this is a place for serious learning, not hand-holding.
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I know plenty of calligraphy communities aimed at total beginners,
where the community leader actively encourages more of a spoon-
feeding approach. Paul is so meticulous in his learning, and such a
master of his craft, that his style and positioning of his community
attracts members who are equally serious about this craft.

STRUCTURE, REWARD AND SCALING

Paul has established a structured, repeatable flow of content and
community experience.

▪ Paul promotes his events to his large audience on social media

▪ Live events/workshops are hosted on Zoom. The room is opened 45
mins before the live starts, to allow community members to interact
and build anticipation. Paul explained how crucial these early chats
are to the whole experience.

▪ Events include breaks, 2 hours of teaching, Q&A and open mic
sessions. Paul even sets up break-out rooms, where the main group
is split into smaller group calls, for deeper learning.

▪ Once the event has concluded, Paul uploads the footage to
Teachable. Students who registered for the premium Zoom event
(via Eventbrite) then get access to this for 1 year.

▪ Students are also invited to the private student community, hosted
on the Disciple Media community platform. This is for the serious
learners and includes tons of extra value and perks.
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This flow ensures a constant influx of pre-qualified, dedicated students
into his private community groups.

HARD WORK AND SUPPORT

I loved Paul’s honesty. Despite loving his community, he admits that it is
‘hard work’ and shares that ‘you simply can’t do it alone, it will wear you
out’. Like so many passionate creatives, he recognises the possibility of
burnout and overwhelm. Paul cites the necessity for support from his
moderators and volunteers, who not only help with community
management and admin, but are also a source of excellent ideas to
progress the community.
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BUILD WITH THEM
I’m a huge fan of involving my community members in helping to build the
community platform.

By involving them, they will feel more emotionally invested. They will recognise that
their input matters. They will be more engaged, as they recognise that they are truly
part of the community, and have a say in it’s future.

So how do you do this?

ASK AND LISTEN

At my company we regularly send out surveys and polls to figure out what our
community what next from us. This simple exercise in publicly listening and then
reacting is one that far too many brands and individuals neglect. Nothing is more
powerful than your community feeling heard.

Beyond proactively asking, you should be in listening mode 24/7. Whether I’m
scanning my social media comments or keeping half an eye on the comments
stream whilst going live, I’m always noting down feedback and good ideas from my
community. There are literally golden nuggets hidden in those comment sections if
you bother to listen!

A super powerful tip is to acknowledge those community members who helped to
inspire positive change. For example - if you produce a new piece of content in
response to a community member’s comment, credit them as the inspiration. Not
only will the member in question feel delighted to be shouted out, but this public
acknowledgement will inspire other members to step forward and share their
feedback - recognising that it will be listened to.

Every time you’re working on something ask yourself,
‘is this something that could be guided by my
community?’. In my case, we’ve let our community
validate and shape entire new verticals for our
business. However, equally, I’ve involved my
community in things as innocuous as choosing my
new profile picture. In the example below, over 800
people commented (if you’re wondering, the photo
beat out the illustration by a healthy margin).

https://www.tomross.co


169 www.tomross.co

COMMUNITY MANUAL | TOM ROSS

“Build in public”

Anne-Laure Le Cunff
(Founder of Nesslabs.com community - 2000 paying members).
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SET THE TONE
Realise that any community needs rules. These aren’t designed to restrict your
community members, but rather to keep interactions positive and aligned with your
shared values. When done right, community rules can help to provide much
needed structure and clarity for your members.

Typically rules will touch on not posting inappropriate content, as well as a code of
conduct for how members should treat one another. They will vary slightly in each
community, but think of them as terms and conditions that all members must
adhere to before accessing your private community spaces. If a member starts
ruffling feathers or upsetting other members, you can use the guidelines as a
reference to call out their toxic behaviour, or if necessary, ban them.

The best communities don’t need endless disciplinary measures, but it’s helpful to
have them in place, by way of housekeeping.

I recently joined a community that was very outspoken about adhering to a fairly
liberal set of values. As a liberal individual myself, I didn’t find these values
restrictive or off-putting, in fact, they actually made me feel like I’d found a home of
like-minded individuals.

GIVE THEM A NAME
So far in this book you've read about The Cult of Frog, Retronaughts, Pascribers
and my own company's community members 'Design Cutters'.

Giving your community members a collective name is a highly effective way to
cultivate a sense of belonging. When you start to see members responding to one
another using their community title, or better yet, self identifying, it's a powerful
thing.

Many of the most popular celebrities, companies and brands do this. Gary
Vaynerchuck's core community are called 'Vayniaks'. Complete food solution Huel
champions their community of 'Hueligans'. UK rapper Stefflon Don regularly shows
love to her 'Dons'.

Often the strongest names are a play on words, conflating your brand name with
another word that infers loyalty, fandom or belonging. Try to pick a word that
matches your brand values/personality ('Vayniaks' seems an appropropriate
moniker, given Gary's extremely high energy).
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CHAPTER 4:
Action points

ADOPT THE RIGHT MINDSET TO NURTURE YOUR COMMUNITY

RESPOND TO EVERYONE

TRY TO TREAT EACH COMMUNITY MEMBER LIKE THEY’RE YOUR ONLY ONE

GIVE COMMUNITY MEMBERS MORE VALUE THAN THEY GIVE YOU

DELIGHT YOUR COMMUNITY WITH PERSONAL GESTURES

UNDERSTAND ‘TIME PER MEMBER’ AND ‘TRUE FANS’

AS YOU SCALE, FILTER YOUR COMMUNITY MANAGEMENT TO YOUR CORE FANS

SHARE MORE OF YOURSELF, BE OPEN, REAL AND AUTHENTIC

GO LIVE WITH YOUR AUDIENCE TO CONNECT WITH THEM DEEPER

PUBLICISE HELPING INDIVIDUALS, IN ORDER TO HELP THE MASSES

ELECT LEADERS AND MODERATORS TO HELP YOU SCALE

BE PROACTIVE IN SHARING YOUR COMMUNITY’S VISION

THINK ABOUT MEMBER’S WELCOME EXPERIENCE

INVOLVE YOUR MEMBERS IN BUILDING THE COMMUNITY

SET APPROPRIATE RULES AND GUIDELINES FOR YOUR COMMUNITY

GIVE YOUR COMMUNITY A NAME

https://www.tomross.co
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If you’ve made it this far, I want to thank you. Thank you for exploring the ideas I’ve
laid out in this book. Thank you for giving me your most precious asset, your time. I
truly appreciate you.

I will likely be releasing expanded editions of this book in the future, as even as I
wrap up this first draft, I’m connecting with ever more inspiring individuals and
community leaders.

Whilst this book may not be a hard-cover, best-seller on Amazon, it is still my first
book. It feels like an achievement to have sat and put my ideas to digital paper. The
very act of writing this book has allowed me to develop and expand upon many of
my own methods. It’s tremendously cathartic to get years of ideas out of your head
and written down, recorded for public consumption.

If this book helps one person, it will have been worthwhile. If it helps many, I’ll be
thrilled.

Pardon my presumption, but by the nature of you reading this page, I’ll choose to
classify you as an engaged community member.

YOU

NEWSLETTER SUBSCRIBER

DOWNLOADED THIS BOOK

READ THE ENTIRE THING

CASUAL AUDIENCE MEMBER

ENGAGED AUDIENCE MEMBER

WHAT NOW?

https://www.tomross.co
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This book is, and always will be free. As the engaged reader you are, I would humbly
ask for a couple of favours:

Please don’t share this PDF with anyone. I was able to justify the time-intensive
process of writing this book by releasing it for free, in exchange for folk joining my
newsletter. By sharing it with non-subscribers, you’ll be damaging my own
community building efforts.

I would also ask that if you share anything about this book on social media, please
tag me, I love to see it. I’m @tomrossmedia on all platforms. Nothing would make
me happier than a screenshot of you enjoying the book, or sharing how you've
benefitted from reading it.

And in the spirit of ending on a note of value, rather than an audacious ask, I would
simply say that I am here to support you in your own community building journey.
Message me on social, join my private community, get involved. It is my greatest
passion to help others, and I’d love nothing more than to connect with you
personally. Who knows, maybe we’ll get to meet in real life at some stage :).

To you, and all the others building communities of passion, integrity and value, I
salute you!

CONNECT WITH ME PERSONALLY

If you wish to share this book, please direct people to the following link:

www.communitymanual.com

MY COMPANY

https://www.tomross.co
https://www.instagram.com/tomrossmedia/?hl=en
http://www.communitymanual.com
http://www.communitymanual.com
https://www.youtube.com/tomrossmedia
https://twitter.com/tomrossmedia?lang=en
https://www.instagram.com/tomrossmedia/
https://tomross.co/
http://www.designcuts.com
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▪ Maxine

▪ My amazing partners and entire team at
Design Cuts

▪ My personal brand team:
Teresa, Ishan and Marco

▪ My community

▪ My true fans (you know who you are - I
appreciate you so much!)

▪ Gary Vaynerchuk, The Thankyou Economy
changed my life

▪ Steven Bartlett, for his wisdom and perspective

▪ Tony Hsieh, for his kindness and leadership

▪ Kevin Kelly, for vocalising what was in my heart

▪ Kat Lynas

▪ Toby Lockerbie

▪ Steve Kamb

▪ Vivi Kala

▪ Dustin Lee

▪ Ian Barnard

▪ Lisa Glanz

▪ Dan Murray-Serter

▪ Peggy Dean

▪ Tamer Ghoneim

▪ Ben Francis

▪ Vanessa Opazo

▪ Noel Mack

▪ Rachel Reichenbach

▪ Catherine Kay

▪ Paul Antonio

▪ Dom McGregor

▪ Corbett Barr

▪ Bejay Mulenga

▪ James Martin

▪ Scotty Russell

▪ Renée Kapuku

▪ Courtney Boateng

▪ Becca Courtice

▪ Mike Janda

▪ Mac Reddin

▪ Dave Talas

▪ Chris Do

A HUGE THANK YOU TO EVERYONE WHO HELPED INSPIRE AND CONTRIBUTE
TO THIS BOOK.
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