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Area of the Virtual Community
The area I propose to design a virtual community for is Newcastle Knights rugby league club. The Newcastle Knights is a strongly supported rugby league club that has very loyal fans who like to get involved with anything to do with the Newcastle Knights. Currently there aren’t any Newcastle Knights specific virtual communities.
The Newcastle Knights Limited has their official website www.newcastleknights.com.au which offers fans a lot of information on the team but since the forums where shut down in August 2003 there hasn’t been any technology available for fans to communicate with one another. There are several other unofficial Knights websites, none of which have any tools for computer mediated communication between supporters. There are virtual communities for rugby league but my proposal focuses exclusively on the Newcastle Knights team and not rugby league in general. Fans don’t want to talk about other clubs, they would rather concentrate on their special interest, the Knights.
Community Needs

The Newcastle Knights fans are a very proud bunch of people who passionately follow there team around Australia and New Zealand for away games and deserve an online place where they can channel there support and enthusiasm and come together as one, which sometimes can be very difficult because many of the fans don’t reside in Newcastle. Those raised in Newcastle support the team from a very young age and don’t switch teams if they have to leave the Newcastle region later in life, therefore there is Newcastle fans found throughout the world and particularly in NSW, this is evident in the support the team receives at interstate away games.
 Aim: The core aim of the community is to continue the current fanatical support shown by fans offline in an online fashion.

Different users in the community:

· Fans – These users form almost all the community and are the supporters of the club, includes football club members, people who attend matches and people who watch on television and listen on radio.

· Players – The players are the members who form the team and play each week.

· Club officials – This includes all the people who run the operation of Newcastle Knights Limited.

The first need of the Knights community is a place to facilitate discussion. League is a very topical game that thrives on opinions on current issues and talk about teams and individual players. Currently this discussion is facilitated by face to face conversations between fans at games and on radio programs that allow callers to chat about rugby league in general. These channels clearly have many disadvantages that create needs for some supporters. As mentioned earlier not all fans can go to live games and prefer to watch the games broadcast weekly on television, therefore they cannot talk to the fans that attend the games. Further because the fans span a great geographical region they cannot all listen to the same radio stations, plus the station programmers heavily influence what is said on such programs.

These current channels create a need for an online place that can be accessed from anywhere at anytime. The place would also need to allow free expression of fair ideas and views on numerous topics. Many fans receive inside information and stories that they would like to share with other members of the Knights community but find it difficult to disseminate this information because the current channels restrict the spread of such information. Therefore a place is needed that allows discussion of all aspects of the Newcastle Knights, including controversial issues.

Other specific community requirements include: the ability to share pictures and photographs related to the team and ability to share multimedia content like video files. The community also need’s a regular update of team happenings.

The above needs all generally relate to the fans. There are also specific needs of the other users. The players would like the function to communicate with the fans directly and give the fans inside information on how the team is performing. This is important because it creates a real connection between players and fans, bringing the community closer together. Being able to speak directly to the fans would be valued highly by the players and as opposed to television and radio the players would know they were conversing directly with Knights fans. The players will also be involved in scheduled online chats with fans.
The club officials would also need the site to function as a fast distribution channel of media releases and important notices that have great affect on the Knights community. For example, game time announcements, broadcast times etc.

Summary of required functions:

· Discussion, both synchronous and asynchronous

· File swapping

· Noticeboard

· Polls

· Online chat

Technology

· A website would be the best technology to suit the community requirements. It allows other features to be incorporated into it like the bulletin board mentioned below. The website would need password access to identify individual users and their role. For example the Knights officials could be given a login that allows them to post the notices on a page assigned to being a noticeboard. The website could also handle the online polls by using software like Poll Pro (www.pollpro.com)

· Bulletin board / forum – This is a must to allow fans to communicate effectively with each other. Forums are very user friendly and could be broken up into sections. An example of a bulletin board that I would recommend is phpBB (www.phpbb.com). This bulletin board is the preferred choice because it is free to use, extremely powerful and user friendly. These characteristics help keep the setup and maintenance costs down. This bulletin board also facilitates the sharing of photographs and videos amongst the community.
· The chat functions could be facilitated by SigmaChat (http://freechat.raidersoft.com). Another free popular application.

The use of free technologies will help eliminate the need for sponsorship of the site or any advertising. The only costs will be for the designers and for the web space. These costs could be covered by a few small well selected advertisements. The adverts could be for buying Knights apparel online etc.
All the technologies also come with plenty of support and are relatively easy to use.

Sociability & Cultural Aspects

A large part of the social experience for the fans is being able to freely express their thoughts. The success of the Newcastle Knights on and off the field is very important to many of the fans and as such they feel very strongly about their team. The virtual community will have to reflect this passion. To maintain this culture and also integrity of the site it will have:
· Membership – allows: the identification of each individual and their role, tracking of posts, moderation of site in line with code of conduct and also 

· Code of conduct – A policy document that all members must agree to before joining. Would outline the principals and ethics of the Newcastle Knights football club and that these principles are replicated on this site. This helps promote the already strong offline culture and hence transfer this to the new online community space.
The community users will no doubt form there own unique culture that will be differentiated from the offline culture because of the different dynamics online. Building a strong culture is at the base of the reasons why this community should be set up and is an important part of it success. The motto of the Knights supporters club is Proud, Passionate & Part of the Team and this will be a big part of the culture of the online community.
Design, Implementation & Testing Plan

Design
The first consideration in the design process is deciding where to host the site and how to write the site. The selected host will have to be big enough to handle large amounts of traffic as I would expect the site to have many users from day one, and reliability is going to be important to building the reputation of the site. A domain name like http://www.knightszone.com.au will have to be leased too.
After finding a host and domain name the websites pages would then have to be developed from the ground up using technologies like HTML, JavaScript, PHP, Java and mySQL database. The advantage of these technologies is they are free to work with and there is plenty of existing online communities that provide support. Once these pages are competed the phpBB software will then require customisation and integration with the rest of the site.

The design process is quite lengthy and should be completed before the design is implemented.

Implementation

The plan should be implemented when all the designers are happy that there work is fully complete. The implementation will require the coordination of all parties involved including the designers, programmers, host and technicians.

Testing

Once implemented every minor detail of the site must be tested so the community can be assured of quality and reliability. This includes an extensive process of a select group of users participating in the community as they would once the community is open to the public. This stage includes testing the site can handle large amounts of traffic in a small period of time, testing the search and archive functions of the bulletin board, testing of hyperlinks and ensuring they link to the correct pages and would also include testing the flow of the pages. This last point may raise some minor changes to layout and design of the site. This is an ongoing process that should continue for the life of the site and the community user’s feedback should be constantly sought so the virtual place can constantly change to match the changing community needs.
Timeline

The timeline below is based on the timeframe given here.
23/9 – 6/10 Create website including all HTML, JavaScript and PHP elements.

7/10 – 14/10 Create bulletin board and link to site.

14/10 – 20/10 Testing of site while client is reviewing the site.

20/10 – 24/10 Implement final changes.
24/10 – Site goes live.
Case Study Plan

A case study could be done on the Newcastle Knights virtual community to find out what drives people to follow the Knights and what areas of the Knights are the most popular. This study would be of great value to the Newcastle Knights administration and would allow them to better tailor their product offering to their fans and help increase revenues.
The source of data for the case study would be the posts maybe on the bulletin board. All the posts made are saved on the database and allow for easy identification of who posted. These posts would then require some pre-processing that sorts the posts into the three roles, either fan, player or officials. The fans posts could then be broken down into categories including the topic of the post, if the post was negative or positive and also the emotive language used in the post (rugby league fans use certain slang and clichés, an expert on this area could determine what sayings indicate the level of emotion in the post).
The data analysis method I would use would be quantitative coding of the above factors; this brings out the patterns of the posts and provides rich data. Once sorted this data could be coded into a spreadsheet that produces results like:

· What are the most popular topics of discussion amongst fans?

· What issues stimulate more conversation, negative or positive ones?

· What topics are the fans the most emotional about?

Uses of such results:

· Administration can ensure they are meeting the fans needs. For example if talk about a new stadium is most common then something should be done about that. If talk about player form is very popular then the administration can provide the fans with greater information on player’s stats and maybe have interactive polls on player form.

· Rugby league fans are often accused about being negative people. Studying the posts can lead to further in depth on why they are or are not negative and how this relates to levels of support. For example many believe that fans need something to be complaining about to keep them as part of the community.

· Knowing the most emotional topics allows content developers to know where to devote more tools on the site for different forms of communication on these topics. For example maybe a weekly debate should be set up that gets people together in a chat room and they argue who should be picked in the team for the next weekend. The synchronous nature could aid the emotion levels.
Bibliography
Virtual Communities lecture notes.

Websites:

www.newcastleknights.com.au
www.pollpro.com
www.phpbb.com
http://freechat.raidersoft.com
