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Introduction
By Carrie Jones
Director of Brand and Content, CMX
As a community professional, you’ve got a lot on your plate. Usually creating
content for your community is just one of the many, many things that occupy
your brain each day.
Maybe your manager just tacked “write posts for newsletter/blog/social media” to
your Trello to-do list with a note that says, “I want to see more subscribers to our
newsletter.” You inwardly roll your eyes, but you have trouble explaining why
doing this might not be the best use of your time.
Or, maybe you’re a pro at churning out interviews with community members for
your company blog. You gather metrics every week, though you’re not sure what
they mean for your community exactly. As a result, no one really knows what
community does for the company either. You spend as much time advocating for
your role as you spend actually doing the work. Been there, done that.
Or, an even more uncomfortable situation, you might be doing everything you’re
supposed to, but you get a feeling that your members don’t really want to have
conversations with each other or they don’t seem to care about your content - and
in fact, some are leaving your community. They do care. Well, some of them do,
and that’s what matters. You can revive your community content efforts.
At times, your job may feel like herding cats. From contributors pitching you
article ideas to people outside of your department dropping various requests on
your shoulders, people are always asking something of community professionals.
It’s not wise to listen to all of it.
Everyone has different ideas about how your community (and the content your
members produce) should be helping them, but they don’t consider how stressed
you are, how community fuels business value in your organization, or the needs
of your community members.
We hear all of you. We’ve been there.
Over the last three months, I’ve talked with dozens of our CMX community
members to solidify our content strategy. We have heard you ask, again and

again: "How do community professionals know what content they're responsible
for? Are they responsible for helping marketing write copy? Are they responsible
for prompting and participating in all conversations that happen around the
brand? Are community managers responsible for social media posts?" (The short
answer to that last one: no.)
Meanwhile, we have totally revamped our own CMX community content
production process and realized that content strategy is the basis for strong
community strategy.
When you tackle your community content strategy, your work has huge ripple
effects. You start to see changes happening, slowly but surely. People start to talk
to you, to each other. You’re able to show the effect of your work on the
business’s goals.
Most significantly, you become a linchpin, as Seth Godin refers to it: an agent of
change who has what it takes to get your company or team to adopt new thinking
and practices. It’s not easy, but you will gain a band of loyal people at your back
when you do this work. If you’re successful, you spend less time solving internal
issues and spend more time solving community challenges. If you’re successful,
the community feels heard and served. Then the company slowly begins to take
heed of the value of community.
If you’re successful, you inspire others to make real organizational change, one
tiny step at a time. Looking back, you’ll wonder how you ever did without this
big-picture thinking.
Now, let’s give you the tools to be that success.
– Carrie & Your CMX Team
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Overview: Why Content Strategy is Essential for Community
Strategy
You know that quality content is vital for attracting people to your community –
and keeping them interested in participating. But you may feel overwhelmed
because you’re not sure:
•
•
•
•
•
•

What purpose your community-facing content should fill
What “good” content means in your community
How to keep content “on-brand” and whether that should even be a priority
Who reads your content or what their needs are
Who is responsible for the future upkeep of all the content you’re creating
How you should be measuring content quality and success

More importantly, you want to show big returns on your community efforts, but
you’re not sure how content and community dovetail together. In a chaotic
environment, you probably have little breathing room to think about the bigger
picture of how content is supposed to help grow the community and add to the
bottom line.
It’s easy to forget that creating content is just tactics. Tactics without a strategy
waste your time, energy, and your company’s money. What about creating a
strategy for content that achieves both community wins and business goals?
When you want to nurture a community that achieves business results, you need
a plan for producing content that actually increases the value of the community
for all parties involved – your business, your community, and its members.
What happens when you align content, community, and business goals? You are
able to generate massive revenue, win the hearts of millions, or scale globally.

Image 1 Salesforce MVP Members Meeting Offline at Dreamforce 2014

Part 1. Roadmap to Content Strategy
When someone asks us what content strategy is, we like to defer to this definition:
Content strategy helps organizations provide the right content, to the right people, at
the right time, for the right reasons.
– Meghan Casey, Lead Content Strategist at Brain Traffic
As Meghan explains, content strategy defines content purpose, then guides
planning for the creation, publication, and maintenance of that content.
You may have seen the content strategy framework from Kristina Halvorson,
Founder & CEO of Brain Traffic. If not, here’s a simple definition of each
component:
•
•
•
•

Substance: What kinds of content will be created and what they will be
about
Structure: How the content will be organized and displayed
Workflow: What people and processes are needed to support content
creation and management
Governance: Who will decide what, over time, to keep content on-strategy

Figure 1 The Content Strategy Quad Model (c) 2015 Brain Traffic. Used with permission.

At the center of this framework is Core Strategy, which defines how an
organization will use content to achieve its objectives and meet its user (member)
needs. Core Strategy helps you distill your plan of action into a memorable onesentence strategy statement that acts like a compass for your team.
Since we won’t go into detail about it, we’d encourage you to pick up Kristina’s
book, Content Strategy for the Web, to learn more. Even better, if you have a content
strategist on staff, hold them close. They will be an invaluable resource for
achieving your community goals.

Use these six tools from content strategy to grow your community
In this e-book, we want to make content strategy work for you as a community
professional. Although developing a comprehensive content strategy is the
dream, we know that might not be practical or realistic for you in the
immediate future. Your community efforts might span multiple departments,
involve diverse stakeholders, and have many dependencies.
Here, we share what we have found most useful in applying content strategy to
CMX and to the communities our peers in the industry have built at various
companies.
In the article, “Your Community Strategy is Incomplete Without a Clear Content
Strategy,” we shared the six essential tools to organize your communication and
content initiatives. They are guiding principles that give your team — and anyone
who has a hand in building community — a shared basis for decision-making.

But creating these tools won’t leave you with a magically applied “content
strategy”. Creating the tools is tactical; the agreements and discussions that
precede them are what make these tools strategic. The process for arriving at
them together is what gives your team – and anyone involved – a shared sense
of direction. And remember that content strategy needs to be reassessed
periodically so it’s never “done.”
Below are the six tools and brief explanation of what they are:
1. Core strategy statement
A core strategy statement acts as a compass for diverse teams to collaborate on
content. It shouldn’t be based on today’s reality. Instead, it should be something
to strive towards. It’s a one-sentence statement that distills fundamental
information about these four parts:
1.
2.
3.
4.

Content “product”: What content will we produce, procure, or curate?
Audience: Who, specifically, is that content for?
Member needs: Why does our audience expect that content from us?
Business goals: What is the outcome we will achieve from this content?

Below is an early draft of the CMX strategy statement. You can expect the
statement to change from time to time, but you have to test it to see if it actually
helps you arrive at a decision on upcoming content projects before you change it.

Image 2 The Early CMX Content Strategy Statement

Once you have a working version of the statement in your hands, you should be
able to use it to justify why you should say “no” to a project. Share it with others
and keep this as an internal communication tool.
You can try to create this statement on your own first, but you should ideally
work with all team members who have any hand in content. We’ll discuss tactics
for creating this piece in Part 3.
Challenges It Can Solve: You are drowning in various content requests and are
having trouble keeping content quality high. You are not sure how to decide what
content is most valuable for your members, or you’re looking for a way to explain
to higher-ups how content is impacting the bottom line.
2. Member personas
Your community members have their own quirks, needs, and wants. Break them
down into member personas that will help you decide who you are creating for
when you create content. Aim for fewer than four to keep them definitive.
Personas represent a group of people who share common:
•
•
•
•
•

Attitudes and beliefs
Concerns
Experiences
Behaviors
Motivations

Interviews, surveys, and even user observation are ways you can gather
information that helps you group people who show significant differences.
Make sure to prioritize your personas for each channel and type of content. It’s
okay for your community space to serve just one or two personas, rather than
trying to be all things to all people.
If your company has a social media manager or content marketer, you should
bring them into this conversation as well. They may have created their own
personas, so you should see how theirs overlap with yours and where you each
may be serving different personas that ultimately map back to different business
goals.
Challenges It Can Solve: You discover that your content isn’t setting a positive
tone within the community and your members aren’t responding to your

content. You have a sneaking suspicion that the content is watered down and
appeals to no one, and your contributors are taking too long to create quality
content. You’ve tried various calls to action but your members aren’t responding
to them.
3. Messaging framework
What are the two to three things you’re trying to convey with every single piece
of content, specific to each community channel? How are these messages
prioritized? A messaging framework makes your core strategy actionable. Make
sure people on your team (or just you, if you’re a one-person team) use it to make
decisions about content.
A simple messaging framework is made up of these components:
•

•

•

Primary message: This is the most important thing you want your audience
to know when they first read/interact with your content. This message
should be applicable for all your audiences.
Secondary messages: This is a group of messages that provide context and
support your primary message. Tailor these to specific audience(s) and
highlight values you provide for them. In other words, these messages have
the flavor of the primary message, but communicate advantages and
differentiators related to specific group(s) of people.
Proof points: Details about how you’ll demonstrate what you want them to
believe is true.

For instance, at CMX, we decided that our primary message would be that
“community is the future of business.” This is our Why, our reason for building
everything we build. Every single piece of content we produce has this underlying
message, from blog posts to the CMX Summit conference agenda to sparking
conversations in our online community.
Don’t worry too much about the exact wording for these messages. They need to
be interpreted to fit each new situations and audience.
Challenges It Can Solve: Your team is flooding your distribution channels with
any and every content they produce without discretion. You create content that
“sounds good” but you’re not sure if it’s on-brand. Your members seem confused
and disengaged by the content they are receiving, and you’re arguing with the
marketing department about what content should communicate.

4. Voice and tone guide
Voice and tone govern not what you say but how you will say it. They influence
how members feel when they read/interact with your content, and reflect your
company’s vision, values, and mission. Your brand’s voice doesn’t change much,
while the tone adapts to fit different situations.
When you create a quick reference guide, you usually end up with a “This and not
that” list that helps content creators match your brand. Take a look at a process
we used to develop CMX brand voice and tone. We used Margot Bloomstein’s
card-sorting exercise to figure out how the CMX brand should sound like.

To help our contributors when they begin to deepen their involvement with us as
writers, we even have a “celebrity incarnation” of the CMX voice.

Figure 2 The CMX Voice Guide
Image 3 Celebrity Incarnation of the CMX Voice

Prepare for scale! As you start to scale your content efforts (to support
community growth), you will eventually have to give away some control. From
the fields on forms calling for user-generated content to the guide that helps

moderators respond appropriately on forums, they should all uphold your
company’s voice. Make sure your past content reflects the voice you’re asking
others to uphold.
A style guide documents how you want to talk to your audience, as well as any
specific guidelines you want content creators to follow. We love Mailchimp’s style
guide, and keep it as our inspiration. They also teach people how to write in
different voice and tone.
Challenges It Can Solve: Your members are reacting negatively to your content
and your moderators write notes to members that feel impersonal or off-brand.
You find yourself spending a lot of time editing content to make sure it is are onbrand. Your higher-ups are upset about how you handled a sensitive situation and
now want you to make sure it never happens again.
5. Editorial calendar and governance
Editorial calendar and governance help you (and your team) create on-strategy
content. Together, they organize and track the stages each piece of content goes
through, how you’ll produce the content, who will produce it, when it will be
done, and where and how it will be published. With both in place, you can take
the guesswork out of planning, scheduling, and publishing on-strategy content.
Editorial calendars should start simple. If content production requires many
steps, involves multiple teams, or takes a long time to complete, you can add
more detail as needed. Moz wrote a great piece on this topic that’s worth checking
out. We always, always recommend plugging your editorial calendar into a
content management system or a task management system like Trello or Asana.
The more integrated your workflow, the less hiccups you will face.
Governance refers to who will take responsibility for your content and its
processes and updates. Who will evaluate content performance? Who will review
and update your content when things change (like FAQs)? Who will re-think what
work gets done and who’s involved and when? You need to reassess your content
strategy periodically as your priorities, audience, and competition evolve.
Governance empowers people to enforce content standards, enact changes to
content and publishing schedules, and plan and prioritize future content projects.
Governance works when everyone has clarity over who does what, what standards
to follow, and what happens when they aren’t met.

If you can’t wait to improve your content development process, we’d recommend
Kathy Wagner’s article, The 5 Pillars of Content Governance, over at Content
Strategy Inc.
Challenges It Can Solve: Your content creators continue to miss deadlines
because you don’t know the status of content in production. Your publishing
efforts are inconsistent, and you and your contributors aren’t sure where the gaps
are in what your members need to read/listen to/learn. You hear complaints from
members about outdated, irrelevant, or inaccurate content. During editorial
meetings, every content decision is argued over.
6. Success metrics for each KPI (Key Performance Indicator)
How will you know if your community content efforts are making progress
toward your business goals? Is your core strategy and messaging framework
pulling its weight?
To measure content success, you use a combination of quantitative and
qualitative methods to track your metrics. The most common method is looking
at your backend analytics (using Google Analytics, for example), but you can also
use feedback from members to give context to trends you’re seeing in the data.
If you don’t act on what you’ve learned, you might need to pick a more
meaningful metric. You can plan this in advance by lining up business goals with
content objectives, metrics, measurement method(s), and frequency. That way,
you can tie back measurement data to which goals you’re satisfying.
Challenges It Can Solve: You have trouble showing how content impacts the
business bottom line, so you have a hard time convincing stakeholders to increase
your budget or hire new staff. Other departments aren’t sure how you are
contributing to their success, and as a result, you constantly have to advocate for
your role and impact on the business to get help.
In Part 3, we’ll delve into how to create each of these pieces.

Content Strategy Is A Process
Content strategy is a process, not a deliverable. If you created these tools yourself

but let them sit in your hard drive, they won’t help you achieve your business
goals or community mission.
Work with your team and stakeholders to arrive at them. Get them onboard first,
even if that just means taking a few of them out to coffee to chat informally. It
will take some time. The important thing is they serve as an easy reference for
saying yes/no to projects and prioritizing content efforts.
Also, you don’t have to create these pieces all at once. Don’t feel like you need all
six tools before you can start conversations around implementing content
strategy. But before you start making all of these tools, let’s step back and
understand where content strategy fits into your community. We will help you
get clear on the role content should play in your community, and show you a few
examples of companies that are successfully using content strategy to meet
business and community goals.

Part 2. How To Make Content Strategy Work For Your
Community

As a community professional, whatever content you produce should help grow
and strengthen your community. This isn’t about creating content for SEO
(though that often happens naturally when you create thoughtful content to serve
your members) or to fulfill a “tweet per week” quota.
This is about building a sense of belonging with the content you create, share, and
showcase in your community. This is about content for the long-haul.
In the previous section, we shared the six tools that will help you start to create
that content. But it’s hard to know where to begin, or how all the tools work
together to create community growth and engagement. In this section, we
attempt to make this process less mysterious.

First: Definitions
Before we dive in further, let’s define some key terms.
What do we mean by content?
In this e-book, we talk about community content. This means any piece of text or
visual communication that touches your online community—from help fields in
forms members use to RSVP to events, to error messages, to user-created shared
videos, to signup pages, to the unsubscribe page on your ambassador newsletter.
Offline, content also includes conferences and meetups.
We are not talking about social media for social media’s sake or every single piece
of text on your website. (Unless your entire business is a community, as is the case
for marketplaces, you shouldn’t place heavy attention on them.) We are only
talking about those pieces of content that touch the community.
More often than not, you’ll realize that most of your content does, in some way,
affect community members. As you move up the ranks in your position, you will
gain more influence over content and business decisions in general. That is, after
all, the dream that content and community strategy can lead us to.
What do we mean by community?

Here is how we define community:
A community is a group of more than two people with a common sense of identity, who
participate in ongoing, shared experiences to meet their needs.
What we’re most interested in here are communities that also achieve business
results. That’s a branded community. That’s what you’re building in your
organization.
Here is how we define a branded community:
A branded community is a community with a specific business objective lead by an
executive sponsor, where a company creates a space for people with a common sense of
identity to participate in ongoing, shared experiences.
Let’s break that definition apart. Your branded community must:
1. Have a specific business objective tied to it.
2. Have a leader (executive sponsor).
3. Have a space (a Facebook group, branded platform, or offline meetups, for
instance).
4. Contain members with a common sense of identity (otherwise, why would
they be there?).
5. Create ongoing, shared experiences. These can happen in any medium,
online or offline or both. But they must be ongoing to be part of a
community strategy.
A branded community is an extension of the business itself. In the figure below,
you can see that there is continuity between the employees and members, where
members can be considered part of your team. In essence, your community
members become part of a co-creation effort to reach your defined business goal.
This is what a community-driven organization looks like:

Figure 3 The Community-Driven Organization

For a branded community to work, the business must serve the community first,
while also achieving business objectives.
How does that happen? By developing relationships with community members
themselves – and facilitating conversations and actions between them.
Those conversations are content. To successfully scale your community over the
long haul, you must communicate your intent again and again. Content strategy is
the vehicle that does exactly that. If you feel like there’s no time to take a step
back and outline a concrete plan, consider this: community decline always starts
inconspicuously. Fuzzy thinking leads to poor decisions — and leads to messy
initiatives, meetups that have no goal in mind, launching platforms that die
within a few months, and communicating inconsistently with members who then
churn week after week.
You can visualize the content-community connection as a pyramid from
conversations to relationships to a full-fledged community once those
relationships finally cement. The diagram below illustrates.
Don’t get carried away with fancy features and spectacles to get attention; the
basics build a community.

Figure 4. Moving from Content to Community

Content as conversation
As a community professional, you probably do some, if not all, of these things:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Reach out to prospective members to invite them into a discussion
Onboard new members with messages personalized for them
Launch community spaces (where people will talk to one another)
De-escalate crisis situations with clear and open communication
Engage members around certain topics in your community space
Gather people together to meet in person
Communicate feedback to your team

Every single one of these tasks involves conversation – and, by extension, the
content you produce facilitates this conversation. Without a plan for your
content, it’s hard to develop the necessary conversations that will build
relationships and achieve business goals.
When we talk about a plan, we mean being able to answer these basic questions:
•
•
•
•

Who are you creating content for?
Who will create the content for your members?
What kind of content should you be publishing?
When and how will people want the content?

•

Why are you producing content in the first place?

Content strategy helps you and your team move in the same direction, so you can
focus on the real deal: nurturing and growing your business’s community.
More importantly, content strategy gives purpose to your content production.
Specifically, your content strategy must serve:
1. Business goals: Ultimately, it should help increase profits or decrease costs.
Your goal could be increasing retention, attracting new customers, fulfilling
an organization’s mission, sharing knowledge, or decreasing a cost like time
spent on support calls. If you’re just starting out, pick one of these.
2. Member needs: Content should solve members’ problems, keep them
informed about new opportunities, improve their social reputation, or help
them feel validated and/or entertained.
3. Community mission: Your content strategy should support the
overarching purpose for community’s existence. Your goal might be to give
members ways to increase their influence, a place to explore a certain topic,
find mutual support, or satisfy an innate desire for belonging – it’s what the
individual wants to get out of the group itself.
Want to know what this looks like in action?
Below are a few examples of companies that have aligned their content efforts
with their community strategy.
•

CloudPeeps: CloudPeeps matches businesses with the world’s top freelance
marketing, content, and community professionals. In their blog, they
highlight their members’ stories and produce original content. It makes
sense for them to spotlight their members because their business model
revolves around matching talent with companies that need that specific
skillset. Giving companies a peek into the talent marketplace drives
CloudPeeps’ revenue, satisfies members’ need to line up new work, and
gives companies a reliable source for skills and knowledge they lack when
they need it most. Here’s an example: http://blog.cloudpeeps.com/peepprofile-danielle-devereux-digital-strategist/

•

Young Entrepreneur Council: YEC is an invite-only organization
comprised of the world's most promising young entrepreneurs. One feature
YEC does on their blog is a weekly roundup where they share with their

community what their members have accomplished, where they were
featured, what award they received, and more. Their content spotlights
activity within the community, which makes sense given YEC members are
looking for resources to grow their companies. As an elite, leading-edge
organization, the value of their community is multiplied by how many
people participate (or contribute to each other’s success) – raising their
reputation as a valuable source of knowledge and support. As a result, the
reputation of YEC rises, driving higher-quality people to apply for
membership. http://yec.co/2015/09/your-weekly-yec-social-roundup-3/
•

Buzzfeed: We’re no stranger to this publishing giant, which has evolved
into a community platform for crowd-sourced news, humor, and other
user-generated content. Although Buzzfeed produces its own editorial
content, it creates opportunities for regular readers to become contributors
themselves. That means they become curators and creators alongside
Buzzfeed’s own editors. In return, Buzzfeed rewards contributors with its
own social currency, Cat Power, which gives contributors more privileges
and a way for readers to further their own reputation. By creating a
hierarchy within its community of readers, Buzzfeed is able to encourage
visitors to become regular readers and contributors – in effect, filling its
editorial calendar with content readers are more likely to spend time
reading and sharing. No posts from brands and organizations are allowed,
which protects the community and, as a result, their advertising business
model. More engaged readers mean more revenue for Buzzfeed.
http://www.buzzfeed.com/community

Although the examples above focus on blog posts, content can take on any of
these forms:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Newsletters about members, latest events, most popular discussions, update
on community issues
Announcement emails like events, new features on a community app, and
important changes that open a discussion with members
Feature articles including interviews, stories, reports, or reviews
Contributor posts on a blog or forum that highlight opinions, thoughts, and
predictions
User-generated content on a forum or community platform
Classifieds between members: such as job listings, exchange of services by
members
Short-term campaigns such as special offers for community members and

•

•

discounts
Other content formats like pictures, videos, webinars, and Twitter chats that
invite discussion and convince people to join the community (one-to-many
social media blasts are not a community-building tactic)
Even copy on websites and internal content aimed at contributors,
stakeholders, and team members count

Content is conversation. Companies like CloudPeeps, YEC, and Buzzfeed defined
a content strategy that fulfills business goals, member needs, and community
mission. Now it’s your turn.

Not content marketing. Not editorial planning.
This e-book is not about content marketing. Nor is it about editorial planning –
you know, tasks like creating a content calendar, scheduling posts on your
forums, or measuring visits to your website. Although those are important to have
in your content plan, they are tactical, not strategic
This e-book is about content strategy for the purpose of building community
engagement. With an emphasis on the strategy part. It’s determining the why,
what, and how of creating content that grows your community.
So this means that you need to understand what you’re trying to achieve with
your community, what your members come to the community to do, and how
both would naturally tie-in to achieving your business goals. If you’re not sure
how community connects with your business, we highly recommend Sarah Judd
Welch’s article over at Community.is on community-driven research.
Community can put you in messy situations, and your job can be complicated
and overwhelming at times. In your role, you probably interact with a diverse
array of people. Content strategy helps you manage the chaos that comes with
your job. That’s why content strategy is your friend. Without all the guessing and
last-minute stress, it will keep you (a little more) sane while meeting your goals.
Let’s set aside time to figure it out.
That’s why, in the next section, we’ll help you start small – and work in small
sprints. We will help you decide which of the six content strategy tools are worth
creating based on the state of your community, and then create a roadmap
around what you can do right now.

Part 3. Implementation: The Flexible, Bottom-Up Approach
to Community Content Strategy

We’ve read other books and articles on content strategy but were left unsatisfied
by how linear the process seemed. When we tried to implement them at CMX, we
felt overwhelmed and stopped dead in our tracks. You’ve probably done this a
few times.
If you work in a company or an industry that changes rapidly, you don’t have the
luxury of time and linear processes. In a chaotic environment, you might not
even have half of the information and data you need before you seriously think
about where community and content could support each other.
A linear top-down approach is impractical for people working on community
growth (hello, startup employees and founders!). If community is a relatively new role
at your company, or if the practice is not yet established within the company, you
might not have formal authority, funding, or staffing to work in a step-by-step
manner to hone in on a content strategy.
We are writing for you.

What is the flexible approach to community content strategy?
Instead of developing a comprehensive community content strategy from start to
finish, a flexible approach emphasizes executing on the smallest, most useful part
and testing it with an eye on improving that part.
As community professionals, you can perform short “sprints” to see what parts of
your content strategy are working within your company. By starting small and
demonstrating success, you can set the stage to get buy-in, additional funding,
and staff.
However…
Before you create any of the six content strategy tools, let’s take a look at your
community’s maturity level along with your company’s content maturity level.
Your next steps depend on where you are currently standing. That’s why we are
going to lay everything out on the table before we choose a direction.

Setting Yourself Up for Success: Assessing Your Current Benchmarks
A. Identify where your community is along the community maturation model
Maturity in this context refers not only to size of community, but also how aware
members are of each other, their affinity towards other members, and the
structure of the community.
Your community maturity will tell you how prepared your members are to
receive the content you’re creating, and what pieces of content are most
important (i.e. member welcomes in hierarchy stage vs. volunteer guidelines in
community stage). It will also dictate if you’re ready for your community to begin
to influence your overarching company content strategy, if such a thing exists for
you.
To create continuity for those learning about community for the first time, we’ll
refer here to The Community Roundtable’s Community Maturity Model briefly.
Description

Sample Activities

Hierarchy

You’re still testing community hypotheses and
connecting the early members (you need tons of
structure internally here)

Invite and connect members to each
other manually, initiate discussions,
prompt participation

Emergent

People are beginning to participate and
volunteer without much prompting

Recruit and train volunteers, organize
events and activities, inform members
about each other, resolve conflicts

Community Content is coming from the community without

prompting, you’re creating formal programs for
members, and you’re ceding some control to
members

Networked

Your community begins to subdivide and grow
niches within itself

Optimize conversions, manage
volunteers, monetize value, maintain
sense of community, ensure relevance,
identify leaders
Create sub-groups, promote sub-groups,
train leaders, connect leaders to the
organization so they have real
influence

Without considering where a community in its lifecycle, you may devote too
much energy to activities that make no real impact because members aren’t
ready. For instance, you may try to launch a full-fledged ambassador program
(and all the content that goes with it) in the hierarchy stage, when you should
really be focusing on connecting early members to each other. Or you may try to

build a community forum and content calendar for a networked community
without taking into account that you have multiple sub-groups to serve.
Write down: Where your community is on the maturity model. What activities
are you planning for your community in the near future? What member needs
and motivations will your activities support? If you visit The Community
Roundtable’s model, you’ll see that you may be further in some areas than in
others, and you’ll start to see gaps appear.
B. Identify where your company is on the content maturity model
When you create content strategy, you are essentially changing how people work.
It’s not always possible to make sweeping changes all at once. The content
maturity model helps you identify the scope of change you hope to create.
For example, while you might do things that don’t scale at the Hierarchy stage
(from above), as your community matures, you have to figure out how to
automate certain processes in order to scale.
The content maturity model will help you form a vision for where you intend to
go. If people don’t know where your team is headed, why would they invest in
helping you get there?
Below are five levels of the content maturity model we adapted from Content
Strategy Inc. specifically for community professionals.
Levels

Description

When to Move On to the
Next Level

Ad Hoc

Your company creates content
reactively, underestimating the
time it takes. The quality varies by
creator, and you’re not sure how it
supports members. Sometimes
efforts are duplicated and lastminute.

You’ve determined a clear business goal
for the community and you’re ready to
get organized. You’ve gathered
stakeholders and content creators to
discuss workflow, criteria,
responsibilities, and goals. You’re
feeling like you understand the voice
and tone of the brand and now you just
need to put it into actionable terms.

Rudimentary

You have some structure in place to
ensure content quality. But
sometimes such processes are
abandoned in favor of meeting

All roles and requirements within
community content production are
clearly defined and realistic. Content
standards are documented in a style

deadlines, adapting to constantly
changing requirements, and doing
things the “old way.”

guide, including brand voice and tone.
Someone is assigned to oversee content
planning, prioritization, and
production.

Organized &
Repeatable

Majority of your staff are following
uniform processes, templates, and
standards. You have a strong
internal champion who keeps track
of content performance. Content
planning and evaluation happens
at regularly scheduled intervals

You perform regular content audits,
member research, user/content testing,
and staff training. You have formalized
a system for crisis management. You
implemented appropriate metrics and
know how to use insights to inform
next actions. Content that can be repurposed is automated, like reengagement emails or welcome notes.
You’ve developed content to explain
leadership programs and committees.

Managed &
Sustainable

Leaders actively promote the wider
impact of quality content on the
business as a whole. They know
how to influence decisions across
revenue, cost reduction, member
satisfaction, and business strategy.

You have a system in place to update
content standards and periodically
reassess content strategy. You have a
change management process in place.
Leaders at the company are advocating
for how well community content works
for the business.

Optimized

Your team actively seeks out
business analytics to assess content
performance and takes initiative to
maintain content standards. Your
team provides leadership for
content development projects
within the organization as well as
the broader community of content
creators.

Be on the lookout for mergers and
changes in leadership as they can cause
you to slide back down the maturity
levels. You must keep up the quarterly
meetings, automation processes, and
delegation to volunteers to no one
grows complacent.

Where do you place your content efforts? More importantly, what level do your
stakeholders select, and how do they perceive the current content development
process? What about your team members? Your content creators and
contributors? Your volunteer community leaders?
You can still do a lot of this work no matter what your budget is as well. Content
Strategist Carrie Hane Dennison provides a framework for assessing how your
budget will affect your content strategy and maturity at any stage.
Write down: Your most important stakeholders, content contributors, and
community leaders. How do they describe your company’s content production
process? What level do they think the company has reached?

The next part is key. We are identifying where people feel confused. Since the six
content strategy tools are designed to guide you and your team, we need to
understand where gaps in communication exist already.
Ask yourself: Are we dealing with…
• Too much information? People might lack direction or framework to make
good decisions. This is where a voice and tone guide, messaging framework,
and core content strategy statement come in.
• Not enough information? People might not have a clear understanding of
the people they serve and the current state of the organization, business
environment, and content. This is where member personas and success
metrics would help.
• Not the right information? People might not have clearly defined roles and
processes to execute content production. This is where an editorial calendar
and governance process could make a difference.
• Or are you dealing with a combination of the above?
Which one fits your current situation? Do you fit in more than one category? If
so, you will need to select one that you feel will make the most difference in your
team and your company.
Here’s Your First Big Task: Choose one of the six tools to work on right now. If
you feel ready and have the bandwidth to take a larger step back, pick a few at
once to work on. They’ll supercharge you after they have been created.
We suggest creating the core strategy statement first before embarking on the
other content strategy tools. Even if it already exists, digging it up and getting it in
front of you will make the other five tools easier to create.
As a quick refresher, here are the six pieces you need to create to have a fullfledged community content strategy:

Quick note on research: Content strategy should always include research. The
point is to start getting familiar with your members, stakeholders, and content
right away while converting your insights into quick wins. If you aren’t confident
that you can afford to be wrong, you may need to do more research before
moving on. If you are short on time or budget, start with a documentation review
of any quantitative and qualitative research that is readily accessible, and make an
informed decision.

Four steps to kickstart your content strategy roadmap
In the last section, you picked one or more of the tools to create. Now, let’s create
a roadmap for the tools you have chosen. Below are the four steps that will keep
you on track.
1.
2.
3.
4.

Declare your intent
Face your constraints
Choose a direction
Measure the distance

1. Declare your intent
By declaring our intent, we change how we use our time and energy. What we
intend to do depends on what effect we want to produce – and that is influenced

by the people you report to and the people you’re responsible for.
You’ve talked to some people who matter in the last section of this e-book. Now
think about the roles they play: Who is the most important person to get
agreement from? If you work in a marketing department, for instance, it’s
probably your Marketing Director or VP of Marketing (depending on your
reporting structure).
How will community content strategy affect their lives? Do they have the same
definition of what “good” content looks like or agree on the role content will play
in community growth? Their answers will influence every piece of how you move
forward.
The most important person may be your boss. If so, what will help them look
better? How can content make their job easier?
Consider everyone’s ideas, come up with a few objectives together for creating
your chosen tool(s), and agree to move forward with them. When you build a
shared perspective, you naturally gain internal champions.
What do you intend to do right now and why?
Your intent
•
•
•

What are you trying to accomplish?
What are you trying to change?
What is your vision for the future of
your community?

Reasons why you’re focusing here
•
•
•
•

Why does this work need to be done?
Why do those changes matter? Why should
other people care?
Why hasn’t this been tackled correctly?
Why will this time be different?

Your intent doesn’t have to be lofty. What you’re doing and why aren’t always
determined in a linear process. Answers to those questions can change from
moment to moment. Do what’s good right now to steer your content ship in the
right direction. It’s good enough for the flexible approach. Whew!
2. Face your constraints
In the last step, you identified what your intent would be. But what you’ll be able
to do is shaped by:
•

Factors like time, skill set, money, technology, staffing

•
•
•

The context you work in such as organizational structure, company culture,
and industry
The scope and scale of your content strategy work
The timescale that your effort must accommodate

Take into consideration how these factors affect the intent you’ve set and the
objectives you can realistically accomplish. For example, you may want to do a
complete overhaul of your community’s content strategy, but if you’re a one
woman/man show, you’ll want to reduce the scale of your effort and limit the
number of stakeholders you involve in the beginning. You’ll want to focus on one
specific issue at first, and measure what happens when you optimize around it.
Prioritize the objectives you want to accomplish. Decide on the biggest pain you
want to alleviate and start small.
You can pretty much
start right now

Might need to talk to
some people first

Not feasible at this time

Place here objectives you have control
over and wouldn’t take too much time
or effort to accomplish.

Place objectives here that will require
you to get approval or involve
collaboration.

Place objectives here that might not
make immediate impact, not high on
other people’s priority list, or will take
too long to get the resources you need
to start.

3. Choose a direction
Now we move from the why to the what. Think about the level of impact you will
be making.
For example, the core strategy statement acts as a compass for all content
creators, whereas an editorial calendar helps with implementation in your role
right away. You might choose to do tasks that require the least time commitment
and effort. Then use the momentum to make headway on other tasks in your list.
The community maturation model comes into play here when you consider the
scope and scale of your content strategy efforts.
If you’re gathering stakeholders to create a core strategy statement and your
community is in the emergent stage, you might need to ask up-and-coming
influencers and volunteers for input. In the same example, you might need to
create a message framework for each line of business your community supports.

But this would be overkill for a community still in the hierarchy stage.
Pieces of Content Strategy
Core strategy statement

Done

Q1

Q2

Q3

Q4

Put your
tasks here

Member personas
Messaging framework
Voice and tone guide
Editorial calendar & governance
Success metrics
The tasks you put in each quarter essentially form your roadmap. Next, we will
make sure that you are making progress toward your intent.
4. Measure the distance
It’s time to set specific goals to help you reach your intended destination. Your
goal shouldn’t be to create one or more of the six content strategy tools. These
tools are not an end in it of themselves; they are means to an end (achieving a
desired outcome).
After setting goals, list all major milestones you hope to hit on the way. You might
look at the content maturity model again to see what milestones you should reach
before advancing to the next level.
Then, you’ll want to select indicators that tell you if you are moving closer to your
goal or away from it. See what you can measure, and will it actually orient you in
the right direction?

Your Goal

Milestones you’ll use
as reference points

Indicator to measure progress
toward your goal

Include a baseline to show where
you are starting from.

If you reached this far, congrats! A little planning and foresight will pay off when
you are able to keep track of which content strategy tasks – and tools – catch on
within your company. Now let’s stay nimble when we execute on your roadmap.

Implement your content strategy roadmap with sprints
The goal of the flexible approach is to do a subset of tasks within individual
sprints to arrive at your content strategy. It’s not realistic to skip from Ad Hoc to
Managed & Sustainable on the content maturity model overnight. But you can
adjust your approach based on the feedback you get from your stakeholders and
collaborators as well as from indicators you’ve already set. By making steady
progress, any improvements you make will be more sustainable within the
company.
The 3-Step System:
1. Define the sprint
2. Implement the sprint
3. Learn from the sprint and repeat the cycle
You should make enough progress within each sprint given your constraints. But
if each the sprint is too long, it will lack a sense of urgency. Work with your
colleagues and stakeholders to determine what to do within each sprint.
1. Define the sprint
How might you move up one level on the content maturity model within a
relatively short amount of time? Your answer should inform what tasks you
attempt first. Look at it like a hypothesis you will test. Your indicator should tell
you whether your hypothesis is validated.

2. Implement the sprint
Test your ideas with collaborators and stakeholders. Stick to your deadline, even
if you aren’t able to meet your objectives by the end of the sprint. You can adjust
your objective for subsequent sprints to match the reduced scope.
3. Learn from the sprint and repeat the cycle
Share the results with your collaborators and discuss what worked, what didn’t
work, and why. Discuss what you could do differently next time. Did the results
affirm or disprove your hypothesis? Do you feel like you’re on the right track? If
not, reevaluate your approach to improving content.
Then repeat the cycle. Modify your approach based on what you learned. Define
a new sprint, implement the sprint, and learn from the new cycle.
Content strategy sprints in action
Your content strategy sprints will vary from other community professionals as
well as from quarter to quarter. Aim to complete low-effort/high-value tasks first
to ensure that you don’t get stuck.
We put together a sample sprint map for an entire Quarter that can help guide
you on your journey to content maturity. Here’s a snapshot.

Figure 5 Community Content Strategy Sprint Q1
Plan

Feel free to visit the link, make a copy, and make this document your own:
Template for Creating a Community Content Sprint Plan
The above is an example you can base your own sprints on. But the list of tasks is
not complete; it only shows possible actions you could take. You might work on
several content strategy tools at once or just one. This will depend on your
objectives, willingness of your company to change, and available resources.
We did our own version of this sprint cycle at CMX over the last quarter, and we
managed to create the first iterations of pieces 1-5 of the content strategy. In the
coming quarter, we will turn our focus onto solidifying metrics and ensuring that
all our content products uphold the ideals we created with our core strategy
statement and voice and tone guide. We plan to re-visit the pieces quarterly to
ensure that we are upholding them and that they are still in a workable place.
As of today, we have placed ourselves at the “Rudimentary” content maturity
level, which is still far better than where we were three months ago, floundering
in the “Ad hoc” content maturity level. We can see the light at the end of the
tunnel, finally.
At the same time, the CMX community has grown massively, almost doubling in
the last six months. It’s given us a chance to pass the torch to our members with
clearer guidelines as we go (again, we’re not perfect, and you don’t have to be
either!).
Because we went through several sprint cycles ourselves, we are more confident
that our messaging and communication style are on point every time we hit
“Publish” or when we plan an event. That helps us sleep better at night (and you
will to when you feel more at ease with your content).
As you implement your own community content strategy, keep in mind how
your actions will move your team/company up the next level on content maturity
model. Even if you’re just making tiny steps each day, each one has an enormous
ripple effect and this will allow you to scale your community-building efforts in
the long-term.
Now, blaze your own content pathway.

Conclusion
Awareness is the first step in making any change. Even if you don’t make it
through all the content strategy tools during the next quarter, you’ll still have
amazing conversations that will bring clarity to your role and your colleagues’
conception of your role.
The point is to start messy conversations and understand how other people
within your company see a community professional’s job. Jobs To Be Done, or
JTBD for short, is a useful framework to consider here. Essentially it asks, “What
do people hire your product to do?” But you can ask the same question of your
community content: “What do your community members hire your content to do?”
Similarly, you can ask the same question to your stakeholders: “What do the
company hire your content to do?”
The word “content” is often nebulous and soulless. It can be molded to describe
anything and everything. But in reality, content is an incredibly valuable asset. It
bundles your company’s values, aspirations, personality, and promise in a
colorful little package for your community members. It sets the tone for how you
conduct business and even lends your company a narrative people can believe in.
More importantly, content starts conversations and builds relationships – both
inside and outside the company. As we mentioned earlier, community is built on
the backs of conversations and relationships. If you pay attention, you might even
see a new line of business emerge or course correct before a community crisis
escalates.
But the ingredients for content success aren’t always tangible: dedication, open
communication, and shall we say, love, for people in the community. At the end
of the day, it’s your job to set other people up for success.
Without organizing principles, structures, and frameworks, that’s hard to do. So
be brave. Start messy conversations. Arm your co-workers with these six content
strategy tools. Show them a new world where a clear way forward is the norm.

