
169

Next Step: An Online Community  
for Delivering Human Services

Cécile Paris and Surya Nepal

© Springer International Publishing Switzerland 2015 
S. Nepal et al. (eds.), Social Media for Government Services, 
DOI 10.1007/978-3-319-27237-5_9

Abstract  With the expansion of the Internet, the number of online support groups 
has grown rapidly, and they have become a serious alternative to face-to-face meet-
ings. Online support groups or communities allow their members to connect and 
share with others and get the support they need. In our work, in collaboration with 
a Government Department, we wanted to investigate whether these benefits could 
also occur in the public administration domain, in particular to support people in 
receipt of welfare payments. We designed and deployed an online community to 
support a specific group of welfare recipients. Our intent was to provide them with 
both informational and emotional support. In this paper, we present the design 
of the community, with a specific focus on the support it provided its members, 
together with a qualitative analysis of what happened during our trial. We observed 
that people found the targeted information and the emotional support they received 
in the online community useful and that they welcomed it. We also found that the 
community provided a way for participants to feel heard by the government.

Keywords  Social networks  ·  Online community  ·  Human services  ·  Gamification  ·  
Content analysis

1 � Introduction

Social media has become a crucial way in which people engage with each other, 
with businesses and governments. According to a 2015 Sensis report, close 
to 50  % of consumers access social media every day, and even more for young 
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people (18–29 age group) [1]; 93 % of internet users have a Facebook account. 
Government agencies have started to recognise the power of social media and to 
make use of it to disseminate information, listen to citizens and engage with the 
public (e.g. [2–4]; Chaps. 2 and 10 in this book).

In this chapter, we report on our investigation on the use of online communities 
by governments to provide support to specific groups of citizens. Such online com-
munities are now common in a number of domains: e.g., health (see, for example, 
patientslikeme,1 or Daily Strength2), parenting, e.g., Community baby centre,3 or 
sports.4 These communities typically provide information deemed relevant to their 
members. Equally important, by enabling people to meet others with similar cir-
cumstances, they offer social and moral support to their members, which in turn 
leads to positive outcomes [5–7]. For example, [7] found that an online support 
forum on smoking cessation had a significant positive impact for its participants.

To our knowledge, there has not been any research on the use of online commu-
nities by government to support specific group of citizens. Governments have rec-
ognised the potential of the social web, and they have begun to actively increase 
their online presence, both to disseminate information and to engage citizens (e.g., 
[4]). Politicians and public servants now use Twitter and Facebook extensively to 
keep the public informed (e.g., tweetMP to follow Australian Members of 
Parliament on Twitter, the Facebook page of the Bedfordshire Police in the UK, 
the Facebook pages5 of Centrelink in Australia, etc.). They also use social media 
for campaigning purposes, e.g., [8–12]).

Many governments (at all levels: local, state or national) capitalise on social 
media to engage citizens. For example, Public Sphere6 was a platform to involve 
people in public policy development; the city of Wellington (New Zealand) intro-
duced E-petitions to improve citizen participation [13]. In these initiatives, citizens 
are encouraged to contribute to the design of government policies and have a voice.

In other initiatives, the government is crowdsourcing information. For exam-
ple, the Victorian State Road Authority uses social media to obtain information 
about road hazards. In our work, we are exploring the use of social media not as a 
way to engage citizens in policy making, but to support specific groups of citizens 
through the creation and mediation of online communities.

1www.patientslikeme.com/.
2www.dailystrength.org/support-groups.
3www.babycenter.com.au/community.
4http://www.athletenetwork.com/.
5For example, the page for students, accessed May 7th, 2013. https://www.facebook.com/Student 
Update.
6While the original site www.katelundy.com.au/category/campaigns/publicsphere/ is no longer 
available, a full archive of the original website from when Kate Lundy was Senator for the ACT 
has been retained by The National Library of Australia through Pandora and is accessible at: 
pandora.nla.gov.au/pan/38983/20140908-1403/www.katelundy.com.au/index.html—Accessed 
September 19th, 2015.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-27237-5_2
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-27237-5_10
http://www.patientslikeme.com/
http://www.dailystrength.org/support-groups
http://www.babycenter.com.au/community
http://www.athletenetwork.com/
https://www.facebook.com/StudentUpdate
https://www.facebook.com/StudentUpdate
http://www.katelundy.com.au/category/campaigns/publicsphere/
http://pandora.nla.gov.au/pan/38983/20140908-1403/
http://www.katelundy.com.au/index.html
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Online communities (and social networks in general) have been shown to have 
the potential to provide social and emotional peer-support—e.g., [14–18]. For 
some groups of citizens, such support would be important. Some researchers have 
looked into the use of new media to empower disadvantaged groups of citizens, 
e.g., [19], but these initiatives were organised by Non-Government Organisations, 
not governments. To the best of our knowledge, none of the previous work has 
looked at providing emotional and information support to disadvantage citizens 
through a government-run online community. This is what our research addresses.

Together with the Australian Government Department of Human Services 
(herein after referred to as Human Services), we trialled an online community 
for a specific group of welfare recipients, to provide them with informational and 
emotional support. The specific cohort we worked with were transitioning from 
one type of welfare payment to another, as a result of new legislation introduced 
to encourage welfare recipients to increase their amount of paid employment. The 
new payment type resulted in less income and came with a requirement to look for 
a job. Understandably, the transition was a difficult one for many people, causing 
them a large amount of stress. Our trial aimed to see if an online community, with 
the support it can bring its members, could be useful to ease the transition pro-
cess. This chapter reports on the design, implementation, deployment and analysis 
results of this community.

The chapter is structured as follows. Section 2 provides some background on 
our research project. Section  3 describes the design and implementation of the 
online community we developed, while Sect. 4 describes the result of our analysis 
of the interactions in the community. We provide a discussion and some perspec-
tives on the work in Sect. 5, and, finally, we conclude in Sect. 6.

2 � Background

In many countries, including Australia, governments play a social role. Welfare sys-
tems provide a safety net for disadvantaged citizens, such as parents with low or no 
income, the disabled and the elderly, ensuring they have a minimum standard of liv-
ing. Recent past has seen some of the systems change, with increasing restrictions 
on the financial assistance provided, or the assistance provided in exchange for 
work. Examples of such changes include TANF legislation in the US7 introduced in 
1996 or the Work for the Dole Legislation introduced in 1997 in Australia.8

Early studies on the impact of these reforms have found that the new require-
ments (and transitioning to them) could be very difficult and stressful for some, 
and thus people need help—e.g., [20–22]. A lot of research has looked at the role 

7TANF: Temporary Assistance for Needy Families: http://www.tanf.us/ (retrieved September 
15th, 2015).
8Work for the Dole (Legislation introduced to Parliament 1997) https://employment.gov.au/work-
dole (retrieved September 15th, 2015).

http://www.tanf.us/
https://employment.gov.au/work-dole
https://employment.gov.au/work-dole
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of social support in handling stress (e.g., [23–26]). We hypothesised that social 
and emotional support, provided through a social network, could therefore be ben-
eficial. This was supported by the results of a requirements gathering activity per-
formed through focus groups and a questionnaire [27–29].

We thus set out to design, develop and deploy an online community in collab-
oration with Human Services to help deliver this support to a specific group of 
welfare recipients in a transition phase. These citizens were required as a result 
of a new legislation to move from a parental payment to a new payment type, 
Newstart, typically paid at a lower rate than the parental payment and with the 
requirement to find a job. Our aim was to provide a community which would bring 
people in similar circumstances together, so that they could share experiences, 
information, tips, etc., thus providing social, emotional and moral support to each 
other. The community would also enable the government to target its information 
and services to this specific cohort. Finally, the online community was intended to 
provide a platform for its members to go on a reflection journey, through a set of 
weekly activities, in order to better prepare them for the transition and their return 
to work [30].

Our design was based on the results of our requirements gathering activity  
[27–29] and many discussions with relevant staff at Human Services. The commu-
nity, Next Step, was launched in March 2012 and lasted one year. Our participants 
were invited directly by Human Services, using a double blind process, as follows. 
We provided a set of tokens to Human Services, who, in turn, invited parents from 
their customer data base and gave them a unique token. Parents used their token to 
register in the community and choose a screen name and a password. They could 
also set a security question to retrieve their forgotten password.

With this process, Human Services knew who had which token, but did not 
know who had actually used their  token  to register  and what their screen name 
was. In contrast, we knew which screen name corresponded to which token, but 
had no information about the real identity of the participants. The letter of invita-
tion made it clear that this was an experiment with a fixed duration, and that we 
(the authors) were present as researchers who would be collecting and analysing 
data during the trial. This process was put in place to address ethical issues, which 
are particularly important when the research involves Government and citizens 
who receive payments from the Government [31].

Once the registration was completed, a user became a member of the commu-
nity and could log in the community portal at any time with their screen name and 
password.

3 � Next Step Design and Implementation

Next Step was designed as a portal with a set of pages, and it included both indi-
vidual and community spaces. Its main components and features, and how they 
appear on the community home page, are shown in Fig. 1.
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Fig. 1   Next Step components and features
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Figure 2 shows a user’s home page. A navigation ribbon at the top of the page 
enabled users to move from one feature of the community to another (e.g., profile, 
forum, activities, etc.). The homepage itself contained information about the com-
munity (e.g., community events or statistics about what was happening in the com-
munity) and personalised information (such as announcements relevant to the user, 
his or her personal statistics, etc.). Members could subscribe to a “weekly digest” 
which contained information about the major events happening in the following 
week (e.g., Live Chats). An “About page” provided explanations about the com-
munity: what it was about, whom to contact for queries, concerns and help. It also 
provided a form for users to give feedback to the community providers.

We now briefly explain some of the main elements of Next Step, starting with 
the elements that were explicitly featured in the navigation ribbon, followed by 
mechanisms we introduced to encourage engagement in the community.

3.1 � The Community Page

The community page is displayed in Fig. 3. It provides various statistics about the 
community, e.g., which discussion thread had the most readers, who had the most 
ratings. It also informed members when new resources were available, when Live 
Chats sessions with experts were scheduled, etc. To foster a sense of community, 
we encouraged people to introduced themselves publicly (see the “Meet me” box 
on the left of Fig. 3). At the beginning of the community, we used this feature to 
introduce ourselves (both the CSIRO staff and the Human Services moderators) 
and start a trust relationship with the members. We encouraged new comers to the 
community to fill in such a “meet me” template, and sometimes invited specific 
members based on their interactions in the community. Figure 4 shows a profile 

Fig. 2   Next Step HomePage (landing page) for community members
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filled in by a community member. We note that it indicates the desire to connect 
with others in this situation, get social, emotional and informational support, and 
share one’s own knowledge with others to support them.

Fig. 3   The community page

Fig. 4   A meet me profile from a community member
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3.2 � Individual Profiles

As with other communities, members had individual profiles, which members 
were meant to fill in upon joining the community, using the “My Profile” tab in the 
navigation ribbon. This was in fact done as the first activity in our activity journey. 
This profile included information that was used for recommendations. It was struc-
tured in three parts:

1.	 Socio-economic information, where members provided information about 
themselves and their family, including their level of education, source of 
income, housing and transport arrangements. This information was never made 
visible to the rest of the community.

2.	 A self-assessment of their personal qualities (e.g., dependable, honest, car-
ing) and skills (e.g., numeracy, people, communication skills). By default, this 
information was private, but members could choose to make it public to others 
in the community.

3.	 Preferences about the person(s) with whom they would like to buddy (see 
below). People could choose from a number of criteria, with a mix of demo-
graphic information (e.g., someone close to me), personal qualities (e.g., honest, 
confident, enthusiastic) and skills (e.g., someone good at communication), and 
give a weight to each of them from 0 (not important at all) to 5 (very important).

Members were free to complete as much of the profile as they wished.

3.3 � A Buddy Programme

One of the aims of the Next Step community was to provide emotional and social 
support to its members. We hypothesised that one way this would happen was for 
participants to find a “buddy”, someone who could support them through the jour-
ney, in a more personal way than the community as a whole. As participants were 
strangers to each other, the buddy programme aimed to help find such a buddy, 
by recommending community members to each other. This followed the social 
matching model proposed in [32]—profile, match and introduce users, and enable 
their interactions. We designed and implemented two types of profiling and match-
ing processes: one based on the individual profiles members filled in, and the other 
based on interactions.

1.	 Exploiting the profiles members provided [33]. This implementation of the 
buddy programme relied on the explicit profile information (social-economic, 
qualities and skills, preferences) that the community members provided upon 
joining the community. Three social matching algorithms exploited these pro-
files. One matched people based on demographic similarities,   as people typi-
cally like others who are similar to themselves, and demographic attributes 
are shown to correlate with interpersonal attraction [34]. The second one used 
the members’ stated skills, based on how well members would complement 
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each other’s skills and personal qualities. The third one exploited the prefer-
ences people selected about the characteristics of their buddy. With all three 
algorithms, we ensured that the same person was not recommended to several 
people, to increase the likelyhood that everyone would be recommended as a 
buddy to someone else.

2.	 Exploiting social interactions. In this implementation of the buddy pro-
gramme, the system exploited user behaviour and observed interactions 
[35]. The idea behind this implementation is as follows: if two users interact 
(whether passively, e.g., a user reading the other user’s posts, or actively, e.g., a 
user rating the other user), they are similar in some way and might enjoy being 
buddies. While the recommender based on profiles could be used immediately, 
this implementation of the buddy programme was used once there were enough 
interactions and behaviours in the community.

On their “My Buddies” page, a community member could invite someone to become 
their buddy. They could invite anyone in the community or select a person from the 
recommended list. The “My Buddies” page displayed the list of current buddies, the 
invitations this member had received and the ones he or she sent out, the list of peo-
ple recommended by the system, and the list of all community members (see Fig. 5).

3.4 � Journey of Reflection Through Activities

Finally, to support people going through the required transition process, we devel-
oped a journey of reflection through a set of reflective activities, released to com-
munity members one at a time, in a structured format. The activities were designed 

Fig. 5   “My Buddies” page—from left to right: the list of buddies; the list of invitations received 
and sent; the list of all members with at the top the buddy recommendations
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with the help of social workers from our government collaborators. They aimed to 
help parents face obstacles, regain confidence, plan their return to work, and ena-
ble a critical self-review (with respect to attitudes, beliefs, skills and aspirations), 
self-development and empowerment. There were two main types of activities:

•	 Activities to help people be better equipped to look for a job—e.g., exploring 
the type of jobs one desires, or writing a CV.

•	 Activities to encourage people to develop a support network.

Some activities were to be done individually, others in collaborations with others 
(e.g., a buddy). Activities were typically accompanied by resources. The interested 
reader is referred to [36] for additional details.

3.5 � The Discussion Forum

To enable participants to communicate with each other—e.g., ask questions, get 
advice, share their knowledge and experiences, or simply chat with each other, Next 
Step included a discussion forum. One concern that was raised during our require-
ments analysis was the veracity of the information that would be disseminated through 
the community. To address this concern, staff from Human Services moderated the 
discussion forum. They also were active participants in it, responding to questions as 
the need arose, providing support (for example for people in distress), actively help-
ing participants getting access to the appropriate help when required, giving relevant 
information, and, especially at the beginning, trying to encourage members’ participa-
tion by initiating discussions. They also ensured that the forum remained as positive as 
possible under the circumstances and did not focus solely on people’s frustration and 
negative feelings (another concern that had emerged from our initial analysis).

3.6 � Providing Useful Resources: Media, Toolkit and Live 
Chats

As is common in many online communities, Next Step also provided a variety of 
resources that were deemed to be relevant and useful for this cohort (“Media” and 
“Toolkit”). This enabled staff from Human Services to provide specific informa-
tion to members, for example fact sheets about the transition process, list of use-
ful websites, etc. These resources were provided in text, videos or audio materials 
(with transcripts), as appropriate.

Another way in which Next Step participants received relevant information was 
through Live Chat sessions, which provided opportunities to chat online on spe-
cific topics with experts during designated times. These Live Chat sessions usu-
ally lasted 1 or 2 h, and anybody was free to join the session and participate in the 
discussion. A transcript was later made available, so that those who had missed the 
sessions could still read the questions and their answers.
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3.7 � Gamification

Gamification is often used in online communities to enhance engagement and 
foster collaboration [37–39]. We applied some gamification techniques for this 
purpose in Next Step. We briefly describe them here. Chapter 10 provides further 
details about gamification in general, its origin, its elements and its application in 
our online community.

The main gamification element we used in Next Step was in the form of badges 
that were awarded to participants based on their activities in the community—see 
Fig. 6. These badges were displayed in the individual member’s landing page (i.e., 
their home page), so that members could reflect on their achievement—see Fig. 2. 
There were two types of badges: permanent and temporary. Each of the temporary 
badges was refreshed fortnightly, and, to keep them, members had to sustain a par-
ticular behaviour or being ranked among the top ten performers. In contrast, per-
manent badges were retained by members throughout their time in the community.

3.8 � Content Recommendation

We mentioned above that we implemented a people’s recommender (recommend-
ing a buddy) based on the social interactions that were taking place in the commu-
nity. We also used the social interactions to recommend content to members. This 
was another mechanism to further engage members, encouraging them to read 
someone’s post, a new discussion or a new resource.

Fig. 6   Member activities 
and badge allocation

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-27237-5_10
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Given individual users, this recommender identified and ranked a set of content 
items with which others in their network had interacted. Several variables contrib-
ute to the content items relevance score (1) the network graph, (2) the user to user 
trust, (3) the user to content trust, (4) the user to community trust. These variables 
are illustrated in Fig. 7. The reader is referred to [35] for details.

3.9 � Next Step Implementation

Next Step is implemented by customising Liferay9 core functionalities through the 
Hooks Plug-in.10 New services and portlets have been added using the Service 
Builder and portlet Plug-ins.11 We developed Model View Controller (MVC) port-
lets12,  and the connection between presentation layer and core was through JSP/
Tags/Http and Ajax calls. Sending emails was done using Java Mail embedded 
system. Custom SQL have been executed using embedded JDBC connection. The 
platform was instrumented so that we could record all interactions both to monitor 
the community and for future analysis.

A lot of preparation occurred prior to the community’s launch, alongside the 
design. The project underwent a careful ethics process, approval was obtained, and 
we liaised with privacy, security and legal experts at Human Services. Together 
with our collaborators in Human Services, we planned the whole activity journey 

9http://www.liferay.com/.
10http://www.liferay.com/community/wiki/-/wiki/Main/Portal+Hook+Plugins.
11http://www.liferay.com/documentation/liferay-portal/6.2/development/-/ai/leveraging-the- 
plugins-sdk-liferay-portal-6-2-dev-guide-02-en.
12https://dev.liferay.com/develop/tutorials/-/knowledge_base/6-2/developing-jsp-portlets- 
using-liferay-mvc.

(a) (b)

Fig. 7   The different variables contributing to content score

http://www.liferay.com/
http://www.liferay.com/community/wiki/-/wiki/Main/Portal%2bHook%2bPlugins
http://www.liferay.com/documentation/liferay-portal/6.2/development/-/ai/leveraging-the-plugins-sdk-liferay-portal-6-2-dev-guide-02-en
http://www.liferay.com/documentation/liferay-portal/6.2/development/-/ai/leveraging-the-plugins-sdk-liferay-portal-6-2-dev-guide-02-en
https://dev.liferay.com/develop/tutorials/-/knowledge_base/6-2/developing-jsp-portlets-using-liferay-mvc
https://dev.liferay.com/develop/tutorials/-/knowledge_base/6-2/developing-jsp-portlets-using-liferay-mvc
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and had a schedule for the release of each activity. Staff from the Human Services 
compiled a set of resources to be made available. Together, we thought of discus-
sion topics to bootstrap the discussion forum, to mitigate the risk of the commu-
nity never taking off because of the “cold start” problem [40].

Human Services call centre staff were briefed when the invitation letters were 
sent to potential members to ensure that they could answer any questions recipi-
ents might have about the community. Finally, throughout the community, the 
discussion forum was constantly monitored for expressions of distress on the 
part of participants, which would have necessitated direct intervention from a 
Human Services staff or a social worker. As per our ethics approval, it was only 
when such intervention was required that Human Services would be able to obtain 
the identity of a participant, by requesting from CSIRO the token correspond-
ing to the screen name. A process was put in place to decide whether an inter-
vention was required and how to proceed. Human Services established a roster to 
ensure the forum was monitored at all times, and CSIRO staff also had a roster to 
ensure someone would be available at any time to provide the token information 
if required. We are pleased to note that no such direct intervention was required 
throughout the trial.

4 � Next Step: The Trial

The community was launched in March 2012 and remained open for 12 months. 
The community portal was hosted by our organisation, whereas staff from Human 
Services were responsible for producing resources and moderating the interactions 
in the forum.

During the trial, four groups of parents were successively invited to join the 
community. All were parents on the appropriate payment schemes (e.g., either on 
parental payment, about to transition, or on the new payment, having just transi-
tioned). In addition, they had to have an online account with Human Services and 
have agreed to participate in research activities.

A small subset of invited people actually registered, and yet a smaller number 
accepted the Terms of Use. While this was disappointing, this is a typical pattern 
of participation in online communities, and a good result given that the community 
was a closed one (i.e., by invitation only), so that not everyone could join at will. 
(We had in fact a number of examples of community participants wanting to invite 
their friends but unable to do so as the latter were not eligible—this is illustrated 
in the following post: “I know of some single parents that would probably come 
and maybe even find the forum useful. Am i able to give them the link or do they 
have to be specifically invited?".) In total, 263 people registered, from which 181 
actually visited the community.
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We now turn to the number of active participants. Not all community partici-
pants were active in the community. Again, this follows a known pattern of partici-
pation in online community, the so-called “90-9-1 Jacob Nielson rule”,13 which 
states that although only 1 % of people might be highly active, 9 % are active and 
90 % “lurk”, meaning that Next Step was no different than other communities. We 
note that the word “lurk” is a negative word which we do not believe is appropri-
ate—we refer to these people as “passive” participants, or people who absorb 
information even if they do not produce any. These people were members who 
came to the community to read the forum, the resources and take advantage of 
what was on offer in the community, but did not necessarily make themselves 
heard by writing comments in the forum. We should not expect all members of a 
community to be active participants. (After all, in non virtual communities, not 
everyone talks—some people choose to listen. Virtual communities are no differ-
ent in this respect.) We observed from the statistics we collected during the trial 
that a reasonable number of participants logged in, viewed the forum and the 
resources, did some activities and then logged out. They were not visible in the 
community through the forum, but they benefited from the community (reading 
the discussions and resources). Some people logged in consistently every week, 
sometimes several times a week (up to 39 times a week). We had a total of 2268 
logins, and 696 posts by members. This clearly indicates that many people entered 
the community but did not submit a post to the forum. If people came consistently 
several times a week, we presume they saw benefits in coming to the community.

Table 1 shows various statistics about the community. The resources were heav-
ily consulted, and many participants worked on the activities. People did not take 
much advantage of the buddy programme, and few members attended the Live 
Chat Sessions, potentially as it turned out to be very hard to find a time for these 
sessions that would be good for many people.

We now focus on the forum, as it was by far the most popular feature of the 
community. In total, 180 threads were initiated, generating 1233 posts. The 
forum was organised into two sections: one for general discussion, and one for 

13Nielsen Norman Group. http://www.nngroup.com/articles/participation-inequality/—Accessed 
September 14th, 2015.

Table 1   The community at 
a glance

Viewing of forum 6075

Commenting 734

Ratings 491

Viewing of resources 666

Media views 38

Activities 280

Live Chat 7

Profile updates 512

Buddies invited/accepted 53/15

http://www.nngroup.com/articles/participation-inequality/
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discussions specifically related to the activities. The general discussion section 
was the most active (1139 posts). The in-depth analysis that follows was per-
formed on this section.

In the first 6 months of the community, the moderators initiated twice as many 
threads as members, as they attempted to bootstrap discussions—see Table 2. This 
reflects a normal “cold start” problem. In the second half of the trial, however, the 
community started having “a life of its own”, with the moderators initiating much 
fewer threads than members, and members generating many more replies than 
moderators. This is illustrated graphically in Fig. 8, which shows the cumulative 
counts of posts by both members and moderators. Week 34, when Group 4 joined 
the community, saw a surge in activity. This is likely due to two factors: (1) Group 
4 was generally the most active and vocal, and (2) there were already many posts 
and resources in the community at that point, so that it was also easier to engage 
immediately. In general, we found that people talked about a variety of topics and 
expressed a number of emotions.

We performed a number of qualitative analysis on the data collected, including:

1.	 A three-prong language analysis of the forum posts to get an understanding 
of (1) the types of communications that occurred (a speech-act analysis); (2) 
what people talked about (a topic analysis) and (3) how people felt (a sentiment 
analysis). This was done through a manual annotation task.

2.	 An analysis of the role the moderators played throughout the project, from the 
planning of the community to the trial itself. We examined the tasks that had to 
be fulfilled and the skills they required. We also looked at the impact the mod-
erators had in the community.

Table 2   Discussion threads

Initiated by 
moderators

Initiated by 
members

Replies from 
moderators

Replies from 
members

First 6 months 20 10 74 83

Last 6 months 13 95 231 613

Fig. 8   Cumulative counts of posts by members and moderators, per week during the trial
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3.	 An analysis of the content of the forum with the explicit aim of identifying the 
“barriers to work” presented, as it provides some valuable insights into this 
specific user group and their challenges.

We now briefly describe our results below, focusing on what actually happened in 
the forum in terms of support. As we had hoped, we saw members supporting each 
other through their posts, listening and acknowledging each other’s posts, agreeing 
and empathising with each other, providing encouragement and advice, and also 
sharing tips and information.

4.1 � Communications Amongst Community Members

We observed that many members shared their stories, as a way to introduce them-
selves to the community, to take part in the conversation, to acknowledge each 
other and to empathise with others. We note that acknowledging someone and 
empathising with someone is a form of emotional support.

Members also often expressed some negative feeling (e.g., frustration) about 
the situation, the transition and the process, to which others agreed and sometimes 
reinforced. This was reflected in the use of language, with expressions such as 
“the majority of us”, “our plight”, and “how we feel”, suggesting that people were 
thinking of themselves as a united group. A sense of cohesiveness is also a form of 
emotional support, as individuals no longer felt alone in their situation, and they 
could share their stories and feel understood. Finally, participants started sharing 
ideas and tips, and asking information of each other.

Beyond simple acknowledgements or sharing life stories and information, inter-
actions also showed evidence of explicit support between members, with people 
offering help, advice or posting caring comments. Examples of posts from mem-
bers to members are provided in Table 3.14

We analysed the marks of support conveyed between members, looking at the 
expressions of positive and neutral feelings. We employed a subset of the taxon-
omy developed by [41], and the posts were annotated by two annotators, using the 
commercial annotation tool QDA Miner.15 The inter-coders agreement were com-
puted with the metric provided by QDA Miner, Scott’s pi [42], the disagreements 
reviewed and discussed, and revisions took place when necessary. The overall per-
centage of agreements observed between the coders was 94.1 %, with individual 
annotation label percentage ranging from 82.9 to 99.7 %.

We counted as marks of support feelings of gratitude, compassion, “congratula-
tions” (a category which, in our analysis, comprises congratulations, encourage-
ment and good wishes) and various forms of “listening” (to capture expressions 

14All posts are reported verbatim.
15http://provalisresearch.com/products/qualitative-data-analysis-software/.

http://provalisresearch.com/products/qualitative-data-analysis-software/
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of interests, use of language showing that people paid attention, listened and 
acknowledged what was being said).

Figure 9 reports the cumulative counts over the trial of all these expressions of 
support. We observe that members started to acknowledge each other (labeled “lis-
tening”) quite early in the trial, and, later, showed marks of gratitude, compassion 
and encouragement.16 We conclude that our participants did obtain emotional sup-
port and, to a lesser extent, informational support from each other.

16We also observed 341 positive ratings, another form of support from members to each other.

Table 3   Examples of posts, showing relationship building amongst community members

Communicative act Example

Introducing oneself by sharing one’s life story 
and providing personal information

“Hi there, I am a new forum member, received 
my letter on Friday. I became a single parent in 
2003 with a 6 month old. I Started uni in 2007, 
completed a cert 3 in aged care this year and. 
[…]”

Agreeing with a previously expressed negative 
sentiment

“Hi bewildered, can I just say that I think your 
posts high-light our plight very well.[…]”

Responding to tips “Emm, I like your idea of paying the advance 
on your credit card, I might use some of mine 
to do that too and then work on my low interest 
loan.”

Providing explicit support “hi Kayte, would you like to have a chat, I 
understand your frustration, I know a little 
about the changes, maybe two heads could 
work on your situation with your health card. 
Call me [phone number removed for privacy 
reasons] and I will give you my home number. 
My real name is Maree.”

Providing emotional support Hugs to you Tox
Wishing you and your son the best outcome for 
his health. The rest just sucks! Hang in there!

Fig. 9   Cumulative counts of marks of support offered from members to members
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4.2 � Communications Between Community Members  
and the Moderators

Members quickly used the forum as a channel to get accurate and timely informa-
tion. The moderators became an interface to Human Services, and the community 
a privileged way to source information that was sometimes difficult to obtain.

Some examples of questions asked are shown in Table 4. (“Gigi”, mentioned in 
post 2, was a moderator.) Some were of a general nature (e.g., 1 and 3 in Table 4), 
others very specific to the member’s circumstances (e.g., 2 in Table 4).

Throughout the trial, the moderators provided relevant and up-to-date informa-
tion to members in the forum (and by publishing resources). They did so in a num-
ber of ways:

•	 By responding to explicit requests or demands for clarifications. Typically, mod-
erators included explanations in their responses so that people could understand 
the information given and put it in the appropriate context;

•	 By spontaneously offering information on a topic, when that topic was raised by 
members;

•	 By taking advantage of responding to a specific question to add more informa-
tion about the topic more generally, to ensure the post was relevant to more than 
one person; and

•	 By providing links and additional pointers for people to investigate further.

Because of the information the moderators were providing, some members started 
to come quite regularly to get updates; some several times a week, others several 
times a day.

The moderators also provided emotional support by listening to members’ 
concerns and collecting feedback about the transition and social welfare policies 
in general. Listening to people’s experiences, their struggles in coping with the 
changes, and their frustrations towards Human Services or the government in gen-
eral was an important part of the moderators’ role. It also became an important 
aspect of the community. People wanted to be heard and understood. The mod-
erators responded to this need by letting members know that they were listening 
to them, and by showing understanding, concern and compassion. Table 5 shows 
some sample posts from the moderators displaying compassion and understand-
ing. As we will see below, this support was greatly appreciated by community 
members.

Table 4   Examples of questions to moderators

1 “I live in a regional area that seems to be limiting my ability to gain employment. Is there 
any help in relocating to a city to increase chances of employment?”

2 “Hi Gigi, I know u r busy, do u have time to see how my Education Entry Payment query  
is going. Because it was showing online as being paid, I have actually spent this money 
and need to repay it. Thanks!”

3 “can we earn $400 a fortnight or $62”
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Finally, the moderators collected feedback, whether it was in the form of com-
plaints, reports of communication breakdown, system malfunctions, concerns, 
frustration or angst, and passed on the information to the relevant entities (i.e., 
business units, policy makers, government departments, etc.).

4.3 � Usefulness of the Support Provided

We now examine the impact of the support provided in the community and 
whether it was considered useful and welcome by the community members. We 
asked for explicit feedback, but very few people provided it. Instead, we take the 
ongoing feedback we obtained throughout the trial, via the posts (e.g., thanking 
the moderators for “useful links”, or for their support) to be a good reflection of 
people’s feelings about the community and the support they received.

We looked at the expressions of gratitude. This is shown in Fig. 10. We note 
that members expressed gratitude towards the moderators from the beginning of 
the community (essentially because moderators answered their questions and lis-
tened to their concerns). We see the expressions of gratitude from members (to 
both members and moderators) increasing steadily during the trial, with a sharper 
increase starting week 34 (when Group 4 joined).

Table 5   Examples of posts by moderators, explicitly acknowledging members

“Hi Angbrennil. Thanks for coming back to the forums and giving us an update on what’s been 
happening. I really hope you get the support and advice you need to help you through. Let us 
know if there are any resources, activities or live chat sessions we can organise to help you be 
as prepared as possible to ‘hit the pavement’".
"I wish you all the best in this tough time - keep us posted :-)”
“Hi bunniesmum A few people have reported similar issues. We have asked these people to email 
our boss so we can investigate on 2 Jan. If you would like us to do this for you too, […]"

Fig. 10   Cumulative count of expressions of gratitude expressed in the community
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Table 6 shows some expressions of gratitude towards the moderators. We see 
that this gratitude is in response both to information that the moderators provided 
(and the speed with which they provided it) and their emotional support. We con-
clude that community members appreciated the support the moderators gave them.

Next Step became a hub for information, and members visited the site regularly 
for information and updates. The information was relayed to others sites, other 
single parents and friends. Some wanted to invite their friends to join. We believe 
this shows that the community was useful to its members, and that they thought 
it could be helpful for others. We have already mentioned how members appre-
ciated the support they received from the moderators. They also appreciated the 
support they received from each other, as illustrated by the following post: “It has 
also been a pleasure to interact with other members of the community, I wish you 
all the best of Luck, good health and understanding from all you come in contact 
with.” It is also worth noting that, although the Next Step community was clos-
ing, the community formed was not to be completely dissolved as active mem-
bers were organising themselves to continue staying in touch with each other as 
illustrated by these comments (“Hi everyone, Just wanted to invite anyone who is 
interested to come and join the forum I have set up so we can continue to keep in 
contact and up to date with what’s going on.”). We thus conclude that, all and all, 
the participants did find the support useful.

We also observed that the moderators had another impact through their interac-
tions in Next Step. Because of their prompt, courteous, accurate and sympathetic 
responses, they were able to change people’s perception and attitudes towards 
Human Services and its staff. At the beginning of the community, people tended 
to bundle the government (and its policies), Human Services (as a specific depart-
ment) and its staff into one “nasty” entity, and one that could not be trusted. As 
time passed, members established a relationship with the moderators, and started 
to understand that Human Services (as a whole) were only responsible to carry out 
policies (not make them), and that staff in Human Services (as exemplified by the 
moderators) were really trying to help. This shift increased the trust relationship 
between members and Human Services. In general, we saw that the moderators 
played an important role both in increasing the social capital and social trust in the 
community and in changing perceptions and attitudes towards Human Services.

Table 6   Sample posts showing gratitude from members to moderators

“Thank you for the quick answer and the Link Gigi. :D.”
"Hi Gigi, Thanks for the prompt response and the welcome.”
“Thanks Gigi, your support is great. I’d also like to thank you for your promptness in answer-
ing our queries and for looking into more serious issues - normally we just wait on hold with 
the call centre. It’s great that you are really involved in this project and your sincerity is very 
welcome.”
“Thanks Marian [another moderator]. It’s good to get some positive reinforcement and 
encouragement.”
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4.4 � Barriers to Work Analysis

Our aim in building Next Step was to provide informational and emotional support 
to a specific cohort of citizens. Through our analysis of the posts, we also noticed 
that they contained a lot of information that could be useful to Human Services to 
understand the difficulties these citizens were facing with respect to re-entering 
the workforce, what we termed “Barriers to work”. We thus performed another 
annotation task to identify these barriers, as expressed in the forum. We first iden-
tified all topics related to barriers to work mentioned in discussions, by going 
through all members’ posts. We then grouped all the topics into categories, and all 
member posts were annotated by two researchers into these categories.17 Finally, 
we examined the annotated content to identify more precisely the major topics 
related to barriers to work discussed in the forum.

We used the following high-level categories:

1.	 Job market. This referred to the current economic situations, potentially for a 
specific (regional) area.

2.	 Processes and policies. Participants found many of the government policies 
and processes becoming difficulties to overcome to find a job. This category 
included communication issues, issues with the specific agencies that custom-
ers were meant to work with, and clarity in the required processes. Some of 
these topics may not have been clearly identified as a barrier to work, but they 
were discussed in the forum in the context of looking for jobs.

3.	 Cultural. Cultural issues included flexibility, ageism, exploitation, incentives, 
etc. Some of these issues were related to members, whereas some belonged to 
employers. We also noted that, in many discussions, parents showed their frus-
tration at not being able to be flexible to fit in employers’ environments. Parents 
considered this as a burden to the employer.

4.	 Life situation. Many parents expressed the fact that their own life situations 
prevented them from transitioning to work. Some parents felt that they were 
not even in a position to look for a job, whereas others could not find a job that 
fitted their life situation. Examples of life situations included children with spe-
cial medical conditions, lack of recent work experience, etc.

5.	 Logistics. This included caring of children while at work, transport to and from 
work, etc. These topics were discussed in terms of their affordability and avail-
ability. Affordability is related to finance and policies, but we chose to label such 
posts as logistics, as we identified logistics as a primary issue in these cases.

6.	 Financial. This topic included the need for financial support to prepare and 
appear for job interviews, cost related to further education and retraining, etc.

We also identified an additional orthogonal dimension on which we could place 
the topics above: intrinsic versus extrinsic. We defined intrinsic factors as those 

17We had a high level of inter-annotator agreement, ranging from 87 % to 100 % depending on 
the categories.
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factors that are inherently associated with parents’ own conditions and environ-
ment (e.g., having a sick child, the lack of recent work experience). In contrast, 
extrinsic factors were factors outside the parents’ control (e.g., non-availability of 
childcare or the lack of jobs in their area).

All posts were annotated along these dimensions. Figure  11 summarises 
our findings: the occurrences of various categories over all the members’ posts. 
We first look at barriers using high-level categories. The dimensions of Intrinsic/
Extrinsic are represented by the two left-most columns in Fig. 11, and the remain-
ing columns are the high-level categories mentioned above. We see that the 
Intrinsic category is the largest. This means that members expressed their own sit-
uations and environments as major barriers to work. This is also seen through the 
fact that the “life situation” and “financial” categories (both intrinsic factors) are 
the top two high-level categories for the topics. We examine these categories and 
identify specifically what contributes to their high number of occurrences.

Within the “life situation” category, all low-level categories (i.e., “Children 
with special needs”, “No social/family support”, “Education” (other than cost), 
“Medical/disability” and “No recent experience”) were discussed about the same 
number of times. Many people explained why they found themselves having “No 
social/family support”: very often, they had moved away from their family while 
in a stable relationship with their partners. When the relationship had broken up, 
they had found themselves away from their own family, and often unable to move 
for many reasons.

Fig. 11   Topics mentioned as barriers to work
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In the “financial” category, the “cost of education” was the major topic dis-
cussed, followed by “work and income” test. With respect to education costs, par-
ents were very willing to take further education to improve their chances of getting 
back into the workforce. However, parents who did not have savings and were left 
with no or very low discretionary money after meeting their basic needs found the 
cost of education to train themselves to enter the workforce to be a real barrier. 
We also found a number of occurrences of the lack of clarity on various processes 
and policies (e.g., “the Pensioner Education Supplement” and the “Job Education 
and Training child care fee assistance”). As for the issues with “work and income 
test”, it was clear that members found no incentive to join the workforce, as there 
was no financial incentive: the amount of money they would receive after tax was 
low compared to the other costs (cost of childcare, transport, etc.). As a result, our 
members did not see the advantage of working as making up the disadvantages 
(e.g., working long hours, being away from children, etc.).

In the “logistics” category, “childcare” occurred more often than “transport”. 
Parents found it hard to find good arrangements for their children while they were 
at work. We found that this was, in fact, the biggest barrier faced by our partici-
pants, as expressed through their posts. We had indeed observed during the topic 
identification process that a large number of discussions in the forum were about 
childcare availability, affordability, quality, cost, and flexibility. We note that this is 
consistent with other studies on barriers to work [43–45].

A significant number of parents talked about jobs availability (the “job market” 
category). Two major factors were mentioned here: the global financial crisis and 
the local job market in rural and regional areas. Well educated parents in rural and 
regional areas found it difficult to find jobs suited to their skills. Finally, the “pro-
cesses and policies” category is fairly evenly split between the “lack of support 
from government hired providers” and the “lack of clarity in processes and accu-
rate information”.

A close observation of discussions in the forum also revealed that there was 
hardly a single category responsible for creating hurdles for parents to enter the 
workforce. Most parents expressed a number of categories within a single post. 
We conducted a co-occurrence analysis to identify which set of barriers were men-
tioned together, and observed the following:

•	 “Ageism” appeared together with “job market” and “no recent experience”. 
We observed that many parents felt that there were no jobs for them. Members 
explicitly mentioned the age 45+ when they discussed ageism. As for work 
experience, members felt that they were discriminated in situations where jobs 
meeting their skills were advertised at a junior level; members felt that, in these 
situations, employers would not offer them the jobs, despite them having the 
right skills, because of their age—even though parents clearly indicated that 
they would be willing to take up the positions with a pay at the junior level.

•	 “Childcare/caring for children” occurred most times with “flexibility” and “no 
social/family support”. Members felt (or had the experience) that employers 
were not willing to offer flexible working hours to enable parents to provide 
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quality care to their children while working. They also mentioned that they 
would feel comfortable leaving their children under the supervision of family 
members while at work, but that they were away from their immediate family 
for a variety of reasons, and hence this option was not available to them.

•	 “Children with special needs” occurred more frequently with “education” and 
“no social/family support”. Some members told us that they had children with 
medical conditions, such as autism. These members expressed the hurdle of 
obtaining further education and training while looking after autistic children 
with no family support available.

5 � Discussion

The goal of our community was to trial a new way of providing services and sup-
port to customers. We found that community members became actively involved—
logging in regularly, commenting, asking questions and providing peer support. As 
with other communities, some members were very vocal (i.e., posting heavily on 
the forum), while others were more passively engaged (e.g., logging in frequently 
and reading the forum, thus indicating that what they were reading was useful to 
them, but not posting any messages).

Even if it was not explicitly acknowledged, the community became a hub for 
information. Often members would post their questions in the community before 
calling Human Services in the hope they could avoid the need to call. Some people 
mentioned they only had mobile phones and could not afford to call, others wanted 
to avoid the waiting times experienced at Human Services call centres. This indi-
cates that our participants had a preference for getting information through a 
secure online community, as they could post their questions at a time that suited 
them and then go about their day, knowing it would be responded to promptly.

In addition, participants built a trust relationship with the moderators: they knew 
they would get relevant and accurate answers, as the moderators took the time to 
understand people’s circumstances and got to “know” them through the trial. Such 
a relationship is much harder to achieve through a phone call (or even a visit to an 
office), as one is unlikely to talk to the same person. In general, participants tended 
to verify in the community the information they had obtained via other means.

From the perspective of Human Services, the community enabled one-to-many 
targeted service delivery/information provision. As all community members were 
in similar situations, they often had the same questions or concerns. Moderators 
would answer questions individually, but these were visible to the whole com-
munity. It was evident through thumbs up ratings, multiple participants thank-
ing moderators for answers, and people logging regularly to read the forum that 
answers benefited many members. Participants also mentioned relaying the 
information to others sites, other single parents and friends. Interestingly, as the 
community closed, some passive members (those who had never posted before) 
decided to comment in the community to say that they had visited it regularly to 
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get up-to-date and reliable information, but that they had never needed to ask a 
question as others always did this for them. This shows that online communities 
can be a valuable service delivery channel, providing tailored information to a 
broad audience, helping customers, sometimes before they even need to ask. On 
the negative side, however, some members found the site depressing, because of 
the numerous sad stories expressed. But while there were sad stories shared, there 
were also stories of hopes, humour and success.

We also discovered an interesting tension. Some people expressed doubts about 
the usefulness of such a forum “run by the government”, as it “meant they could 
not express themselves freely” (although, from what we observed, it seemed that 
people did not feel constrained in their posts, sometimes openly critisising Human 
services).18 However, one of the aspects of the community people found most use-
ful was that it gave them prompt access to information, precisely because it was 
run by the government and moderated by government employees. Finally, we note 
that the community was thriving when we had to close it.

6 � Conclusions

In this work, we investigated whether an online community run by a government 
agency could be used to support specific target groups, in particular welfare recipi-
ents. We designed and deployed an online community whose aim was to provide 
informational and emotional support to its members. Our analysis of how partici-
pants used the forum and what posts they wrote leads us to believe that the com-
munity achieved its purpose, also providing a welcome voice to its participants 
who wanted to be heard by the government. Based on our experience, we believe a 
community might be an effective way to provide support to specific target groups. 
We observed that the moderators played a crucial role in engaging the participants, 
supporting them, and helping them support each other. They also were key to 
trust forming in the community, by always providing prompt and accurate infor-
mation and by showing understanding, concern and compassion. Finally, we note 
that providing information through social media (as in an online community) can 
be a very effective way to provide information, as it is a one-to-many channel, as 
opposed to a one-to-one, as in call centres or office visits.
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