
Team blog for 
substantive 
exchange
How to deepen the contact 
between members of a 
professional association with 
social media

WHAT IS IT

Stimulating online interaction within a profes-
sional association social network
WHY THIS CASE

Choice of platforms, what can work within an 
association
tools

Ning, LinkedIn, Twitter and Wordpress weblog
NUMBER OF MEMBERS

About 300
ROLE OF THE CASE-OWNERS

Designer and facilitator 
CASE BY

Sibrenne Wagenaar
WHO WERE INVOLVED

Employees, director of NVO2, Workgroup 'social 
media and learning', Active and involved mem-
bers of the association

How we started
How can we use social media to increase com-
munication and interaction amongst association 
members That was the question asked by NVO2 
in 2010. A team started experimenting with this 
question right away, which resulted in a more 
explicit focus on social media within the associa-
tion. Approximately fifteen percent of members 
were, in one way or another, actively using social 
media within the association. A start had been 
made. Since 2010 NVO2 has been active online 
with seminars, conferences, workshops and net-
working events.

The NVO2 was convinced of the value of online 
cooperation, in addition to scheduled face-to-
face activities. They needed an a virtual place 
where members could meet, share knowledge 
and collaborate. About forty members had al-
ready connected with each other in a LinkedIn 
group. NVO2 thought it would valuable to have 
their own online community environment. An 
environment:
•  recognizable for all HRD professionals as the 

place to meet and exchange;
•  where members can introduce themselves, link 

with each other and can join online conversa-
tions;

•   where members can share valuable articles, 
links, methods to be used in their HRD profes-
sion;

•  where different working groups can collaborate 
online and be more visible.

Based on these requirements and the experience 
of some members in the design of online plat-
forms, Ning was chosen, and the online environ-
ment was launched fairly quickly.

Our approach
We advertised the platform in the monthly maga-
zine for members of the NVO2. We made a clear 
link between the platform and the website. We 
started a weekly e-newsletter that was strongly 
connected to the platform. Soon there were 
about two hundred community members. But 
then what? Getting members on the platform 
was not that difficult, but creating some interac-
tion and exchange, letting something happen, 
was another challenge. The design team provided 
technical support, welcomed new members, 
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provided everyone with interesting articles and 
links to websites, and stimulated discussions on 
themes members reported as valuable. But there 
was little activity online.

We started more initiatives, with a specific focus 
on the connecting online and face-to-face activi-
ties.  We felt this would show clear value. We had 
to lower the barrier for members to become ac-
tive online. Here are a few examples of activities 
we started:
•  a blogpost on the community site, before and 

after a scheduled face-to-face event;
•  blogging at a major international conference;
•  an online discussion around a timely and im-

portant topic (e.g. changes in VAT remittance 
by independent trainers).

With these online activities we hoped to get 
members to interact. This did happen, but the 
problem remained that online interactions were 
minimal. Why was this? Comments from mem-
bers were: "I am still looking for the added value", 
"I really don't know what to post", "I prefer to fol-
low for a while before getting active myself" and 

"For me, it's the first time online, I do not think 
anyone else is interested in my contribution". For 
most members, this platform was their first con-
crete introduction to social media. They appeared 
to be very interested in passively hearing about 
opportunities of using social media for learning 
and change, as shown by the interest in thematic 
meetings and the rapidly growing face-to-face 
working group 'Social Media and Learning'. Re-
sponding, exchanging and collaborating online 
was one bridge too far, though.

Start with LinkedIn, Twitter and 
a team blog

We had a strong feeling that more time was 
needed as members had to get used to the new 
ways of networking and professional develop-
ment. The NVO2 needed time to adjust its 
approach to working online. The members of 
the NVO2 had recently begun to develop some 
enthusiasm for social media. This made us think 
about more and other possibilities for online ac-
tivity for NVO2. 
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•  We looked at where NVO2 members were al-
ready active on social media. LinkedIn and Twit-
ter were the most used. The NVO2-LinkedIn 
group often had hosted valuable discussions. 
We also started with Twitter, but lightly. We 
designed an experiment to use Twitter: short 
messages on valuable events, distributing 
interesting content articles and forwarding 
tweets from NVO2 members. In the beginning 
there were only a few active members, but this 
number increased rather quickly. With these 
activities we also broadened the network of 
(HRD) professionals to people who were not 
members of NVO2 but interested in the topics 
of our tweets. 

•  In addition, we searched for ways for members 
to get acquainted with the power of social 
media for knowledge sharing and collaborative 
learning. We asked what would be more acces-
sible for NVO2 members? Perhaps we could 
entice members interact more online though 
more valuable content, such as stories, experi-

ences, methods, or book reviews provided by 
HRD professionals.  From this, the idea of a 
team blog was born! We started by inviting 
25 HRD professionals to join this experiment 
by writing one blog post a month. All blog-
gers were invited on the basis of their specific 
expertise (eg leadership, stimulating work and 
mindfulness) . 

Several threads were brought together: readers 
of the paper journal indicated a need for a chan-
nel where current developments in the HRD field 
could be shared quickly and easily. There was a 
need for substantive exchanges, but someone 
had to start somewhere. The blog was also a 
good platform for making events more visible. 
Now that we have the blog, we frequently start 
blogging in the run-up to an event. Through the 
team blog, online interactions within the as-
sociation are now definitely smoother and more 
inspiring then before. These are what we see as 
the working elements:
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•  Good bloggers. Professionals with writing 
experience and a strong personal view on a 
specific topic in the field;

•  Frequency: With a concrete planning we had a 
new blog post twice a week. A team of twenty 
bloggers makes this feasible. 

•  Channels: Nurture and spread newly pub-
lished blog posts via Twitter, an electronic 
newsletter, the magazine and the personal 
channels of bloggers;

•  Variety: Provide different arrangements for 
each blogger: some continuous, some around a 
face-to-face activity, or even invite guest blog-
gers. 

This initiative required significant attention to get 
online interaction really going. From the begin-
ning, we had high quality blog posts, and ‘the 
numbers behind the screen’ showed us that the 
blogposts were being read. Still, there were few 
comments from. In a meeting with the bloggers, 
we discussed this ‘problem’ and came up with 
several approaches for encouraging readers to 
comment. We agreed that commenting should 
be part of this team blog, because that type of 
interaction would support knowledge exchange 
between HRD professionals. We decided try 
these initiatives

•  Writing a provocative blogpost and inviting 
people from your network via e-mail to re-
spond: ‘I know you have a lot of expertise in 
this area, and I very much would like to hear 
your opinion towards… Please read my blog-
post and respond by adding a comment.’ 

•  Inviting known professionals to blog in the run-
up to an event they facilitate.  This initiative 
becomes even stronger when the blogpost is 
connected to the event, for example by asking 
the participants to the event to respond to the 
blogpost before attending.

•  Getting bloggers to respond to other bloggers.
•  Attaching the blog to one's online email sig-

nature.
•  Getting the word out frequently with Twitter , 

to twitter it around.
After a year of blogging we are very satisfied with 
our progress. The blog is visited by about 150 
people per day. Over 100 blog posts have been 
posted, with some blog posts receiving up to 
twenty responses.

What tools have been used?
Our primary tools are Ning, Twitter and a Word-
press blog. We started with Ning as the online 
community platform. A LinkedIn group already 
existed. Later we added a Twitter account  
(@nvo2) and a twitter hashtag (#nvo2). The team 
blog ‘Over Leren en Ontwikkelen’ plays a very im-
portant role in the community.

What have we achieved?
For the past year the NVO2 has had a stimu-
lating online knowledge network. During this 
time, interest in this online knowledge-sharing 
among the members has visibly increased. More 
members are becoming active on Twitter. There 
is a lot of interest in the working group 'Social 
media and learning'. More and more members 
know how to find their way around the online 
community. Blog posts are read by many and the 
number of posted comments is increasing. The 
bloggers group grows because members like to 
participate. The online elements are becoming 
increasingly intertwined with the face-to-face ac-
tivities of the association. An example is a series 
of blog posts written by a trainer in preparation 
for a face-to-face meeting. Interesting ideas 
continue to arise for 2012, ranging from inviting 
guest bloggers to video interviews and blog carni-
vals. These ideas have been received with much 
enthusiasm!

Critical moments in the proces
The most critical moment so far was the initial 
three months after the announcement of the 
HRD community. The online interaction started 
slowly: members came online, made a profile, 
looked around, and that was it. Here is what we 
did:

•  We made the community open for non-mem-
bers as well, in order to increase the network 
size and make knowledge from outside the 
organization accessible as well.

•  We started with discussions in the forum 
around topics that were really relevant to 
members, based on current offline discussions 
that were already happening. This worked quite 
well and included a good discussion around a 
new VAT regime for self-employed people in 
2010.
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•  We participated in the conference of the Amer-
ican Society for Training and Development in 
Chicago, and we used our online platforms 
to stay connected and share our knowledge 
with those members who could not attend in 
person. 

Reflection and tips for  
team blogs

We feel there is a lot of potential in the team 
blogs. For the NVO2 it is a powerful and rather 
easy way to support exchanges between mem-
bers. Here are some of the working elements to 
our approach:
•  Planning: Each blogger knows when it is his 

or her blogging week, and we support this by 
sending bloggers an email when the time has 
come.

•  Facilitation: One of the bloggers facilitates the 
blogging process, motivates bloggers, provides 
technical, organises meetings to professional-
ize blogging, and monitors the quality of blog-
posts.

•  Passion: Bloggers are specifically invited to 
write about a subject that really matters, or a 
field they work in, causes them to reflect, learn 
about, or share their knowledge.

•  Monitoring: In the blog steam we pay atten-
tion to the quality of online interaction, con-
nections between blogposts, and themes that 
may be missing.

•  Collaboration: We work with a core team of 
bloggers, and regularly add new bloggers. At 
the  end of the year we ask bloggers about their 
desire to continue for another year. We also 
work with guest bloggers, people who lwould 
ike to blog in the run-up to an event, and invite 
people to blog on a specific seasonal theme.

What are our ideas for the future? We would very 
much like to broaden our blogging repertoire. We 
have many questions tot think about: How can 
we better connect bloggers? How can we foster 
deeper and more valuable online dialogue? What 
do we as bloggers learn from blogging? How can 
we make the blog an even more integral part of 
the community and association? 
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