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You’ve got an audience: 
How to expand, network 
and sustain the 
conversation
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In this topic, we will cover strategies for continuing 
the conversations you have started with your new 
social media skills.

You want your audience to be as large as possible, but 
to grow and maintain that audience you will have to 
do more than simply creating great content. 

Social media create online communities, and by 
using social media tools you will be able to join these 
communities, and engage with them. 
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Grow your 
audience
• Provide quality content! Make sure everything you post 

has value in some way.

• Learn the unspoken rules and norms of your chosen 
networks, to make sure you are being a ‘good citizen’ 
and not posting inappropriate or annoying content.

• Engage with material posted by other users, or in 
response to your own work: this shows you are an 
active member of the community and not simply a 
marketing machine.

• Follow back: take time to learn what your followers are 
interested in.

• Occasionally be shameless: ask for likes, follows, and 
retweets/repins!

Visualisation of a LinkedIn network, visit socilab.com to 
map your LinkedIn network.

http://socilab.com
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Communities 
online
• Take many forms, from a private forum to a loose 

network of people who hold shared interests.

• Are defined by shared interests.

• May also hold shared values, and idealised notions of 
community.

• Are built through mutual interaction.

Be prepared when only a few followers interact with your 
material. This doesn’t mean the majority are disengaged, 
it means normal participation inequality is in play. Not 
every newspaper reader writes a letter to the editor; not 
every Facebook user replies to posts on their timeline.
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Levels of 
participation
Netnography (the study of communities and 
participation online) identifies a few different types 
of participants in online communities, and therefore 
different levels of participation:

Tourists 
Contributors with loose ties, not highly involved 
(identified by trivial questions they ask)

Devotees
Engage in consumption behaviour but relatively few ties

Minglers 

Well established social ties but not very engaged in 
consumption practices

Insiders
Strong social ties, engage in extensive consumption behaviour
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Participation 
inequality
User participation often follows a 90-9-1 rule:

90% of users are lurkers                                                             
(i.e. read or observe, but don�t contribute).

9% of users contribute from time to time, but other 
priorities dominate their time.

1% of users participate a lot and account for most 
contributions: it can seem as if they don�t have lives 
because they often post just minutes after whatever 
event theyre commenting on occurs.

Image source: NN/g

https://www.nngroup.com/articles/participation-inequality/
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Lurking is not 
inaction!
‘Lurking’ sounds like most of your audience is hiding 
in the shadows, but research suggests they are active 
contributors in other ways:

• They are reading, and learning.

• They use knowledge gained for advocacy offline.

• They may not respond to you, but may share links 
privately.

What’s more, they may choose to participate in the 
future. Lurkers may be holding back because they are 
watching how your community works: once they see an 
opportunity to get involved, they may do so.
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Tips to encourage 
de-lurking

Make it easier to contribute
A poll can get more engagement than asking for a              
natural-language comment or review.

Reward participants                          
Offer preferential access to content to sustain existing user 
interest, and provide a lure for lurkers to speak up.

Promote quality contributors                        
If you share user-created material, make sure you share a 
balance between your loyal followers and new voices

Make participation a side effect 
How can you make participation zero-effort?

Edit, don’t create 
Offer a template for users to modify. For example, start with a 
hashtag and ask your  users to complete the sentence with their 
own stories.
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How does 
interaction work 
on social media?
Your audience will engage with your posts in three main 
ways, which have slightly different names depending on 
the platform.

As an equal participant online, you have the opportunity 
to do the same to their posts.

A ‘like’ can be a digital high-five, with other options 
implying deeper levels of engagement.

Image source: Quintly

https://www.quintly.com/blog/2016/03/improve-your-social-media-interaction/
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Sustaining (authentic) 
conversation: 
How will you talk to people?
Decide whether your account will share only your 
own information, or whether it will signal-boost 
(promote) other material

• Will the account be one to follow because it is the 
first and best place to get information about you and 
your campaign, or because it is enmeshed in a larger 
community with similar interests? Either is appropriate, 
but the decision will affect the kind of content you 
post, and the amount of time you spend developing 
your online presence

Agree on guidelines on how you will interact

• What comments get replies? All? Some? Which criteria 
will govern this? 

• How will you use likes? What do they mean?
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How to talk to 
people on the 
internet
Key points:

• When scheduling content, make sure you have a staff 
member ready to monitor replies, and to follow up      
where necessary.

• Respond to comments politely, concisely, and promptly.

• Agree on guidelines for tone, and which comments need 
replies.

• Be sensitive and responsive: be prepared to preempt 
scheduled posts if a disaster (natural or otherwise) occurs.

https://twitter.com/bellingcat/status/810748017091420160

https://twitter.com/bellingcat/status/810748017091420160
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Lessons from 
customer service
• Social media users might contact you any number of ways, 

not necessarily on the channel you expect. Setting up a 
Google Alert for relevant keywords will help you track if 
you’re being talked about elsewhere.

• Establish a tone for your social media conversations. If you 
have limited staff to develop the ‘personality’ of your online 
presence, keep your replies friendly and slightly informal as 
a standard.

• Timely replies are expected: within an hour is normal, and 
longer than 12h may require an apology for the delay in 
responding.

This Buffer blog post has a list of great social media 
customer service moments. To help decide how you approach 
social media interaction, look at what commercial accounts 
point to, and see what is useful for you. 

https://blog.bufferapp.com/social-media-customer-service
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Ways to keep 
the conversation 
going
Not all of these will be appropriate or needed, but they’re 
good to think about:

• Respond to a question - be willing to have a conversation

• Welcome new followers

• Acknowledge a reply, or when you are quoted

• Reply to, or comment on, other users’ posts

• Retweet a great reply you’ve received

https://twitter.com/SARC_Aleppo/status/797789546968743937

https://twitter.com/SARC_Aleppo/status/797789546968743937
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Trolls
You may encounter social media users who reply to your posts 
with harassing, offensive, or other irrelevant content. These 
may be expressions of sincere beliefs, but on the most part 
these users seek only to gain your attention and provoke a 
reaction.

Standard advice is to ignore these contributions. However, if 
you are able to delete off-topic material (i.e. on a Facebook 
page) or block an obvious troll (i.e. on Twitter), do so. 

Agree on a policy for handling trolls before it’s needed. You 
may wish to post a community guidelines statement in the long 
description on your Facebook page.
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How are you 
doing?
Your goal is to build your audience - how are you doing? 

As discussed in previous resources, social media analytics tools 
will show you which posts are popular, and the kinds of content 
that get the biggest response.

Referring to analytics reports will let you see the quantity 
of your audience, and the quality of their engagement. In 
addition to using this data to guide your future posts, you can 
encourage your audience to stick around by deepening your 
own engagement with them.
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Conclusion
Compelling content is the best way to grow 
and sustain your audience.

Most of your followers are lurkers, but 
they will still be paying attention.

Engage with your audience when possible. Analytics will let you chart your 
audience growth.

Write guidelines for when and how to 
respond to comments.
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The next section we will look at 
analytics and creative ways to 
assess your performance.


