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Abstract
“Scientific community” refers to a group of people collaborating together on scientific-re-
search-related activities who also share common goals, interests, and values. Such com-
munities play a key role in many bioinformatics activities. Communities may be linked to a
specific location or institute, or involve people working at many different institutions and lo-
cations. Education and training is typically an important component of these communities,
providing a valuable context in which to develop skills and expertise, while also strengthen-
ing links and relationships within the community. Scientific communities facilitate: (i) the ex-
change and development of ideas and expertise; (ii) career development; (iii) coordinated
funding activities; (iv) interactions and engagement with professionals from other fields; and
(v) other activities beneficial to individual participants, communities, and the scientific field
as a whole. It is thus beneficial at many different levels to understand the general features of
successful, high-impact bioinformatics communities; how individual participants can con-
tribute to the success of these communities; and the role of education and training within
these communities. We present here a quick guide to building and maintaining a successful,
high-impact bioinformatics community, along with an overview of the general benefits of
participating in such communities. This article grew out of contributions made by organizers,
presenters, panelists, and other participants of the ISMB/ECCB 2013 workshop “The ‘How
To Guide’ for Establishing a Successful Bioinformatics Network” at the 21st Annual Interna-
tional Conference on Intelligent Systems for Molecular Biology (ISMB) and the 12th Europe-
an Conference on Computational Biology (ECCB).
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Introduction
An academic conference is a traditional platform for researchers and professionals to network
and learn about recent developments and trends in a particular academic field [1–4]. Typically,
the organizing committees and sponsors decide the main theme and sub-topics of the confer-
ence and select the presenters based on peer-reviewed papers [5]. The selected speakers usually
share their research with a large audience by means of presentations and posters. However, the
most stimulating discussions generally take place over coffee breaks when attendees can inter-
act with each other and discuss various topics, including their own research interests, in a more
informal manner [1, 6, 7], while expanding their own professional networks. An emphasis on
facilitating such informal/networking interactions is a central focus of “unconventional confer-
ences”—or “unconferences.”

While many people may not yet have taken part in an unconference, the concept has been
around for more than two decades. Events with unconference formats, beginning as early as
1985, include Open Space Technology, Foo Camp, BarCamp, Birds of a Feather, EdCamp,
ScienceOnline, and many others. The success of these events has made the unconference for-
mat increasingly popular and widely known [8–11].

Unlike traditional conferences, an unconference is a participant-oriented meeting where the
attendees decide on the agenda, discussion topics, workshops, and, often, even the time and
venues. The informal and flexible program allows participants to suggest topics of their own in-
terest and choose sessions accordingly. The format provides an excellent opportunity for
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what does community look like?



photos from scientific events

Group picture of happy scientists at a 
conference/meeting



show something at the heart of community

Group picture of happy scientists at a 
conference/meeting



pleasure in being with people sharing interests and values

Group picture of happy scientists at a 
conference/meeting



pleasure in feeling we belong in a group and trust them

Group picture of happy scientists at a 
conference/meeting



that’s how I want to do my work!

Group picture of happy scientists at a 
conference/meeting



probably we’re all in pictures like this

Group picture of happy scientists at a 
conference/meeting



community building is about making more of this feeling

Group picture of happy scientists at a 
conference/meeting



"Ready, set..." - originally published 12/2/2009 ; ”The Daily Routine" - originally 
published 4/20/2012 Piled Higher and Deeper by Jorge Cham www.phdcomics.com

http://www.phdcomics.com/comics/archive.php? comicid=1259
http://www.phdcomics.com/comics/archive.php? comicid=1488
(slide originally shown with comics you find at the above links included - I 
had permission to use the images in the presentation, but not to share under 
a CC-BY license)



what is community?



i.e. a group of people
who interact

and have something in common

a social container

CC-BY-SA 3.0 Daniel Hauptstein https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Audience_at_the_Wagah_Border.jpg



“the Linux user community”

http://www.unix.or.tz/index.php/component/content/article/38-linux-around-the-world-.html

Linux penguin image



but also



a characteristic of the interaction within 
such a group

Hatter and Hare dunking Dormouse, Sir John Tenniel, Alice's Adventures in Wonderland

Group picture of happy scientists at a 
conference/meeting



more specifically…



a shared sense of belonging and trust

Caron, B (2015) Getting a Handle on Community, retrieved 25.10.2015  
http://dx.doi.org/10.6084/m9.figshare.1439803



a weak community

group has a  weak sense of 
shared belonging and trust?



group has a  strong sense of 
shared belonging and trust?

a strong community



helping make weak communities stronger

“community building”



features of strong communities?



members of strong communities 
typically have strongly 

overlapping…

Group picture of happy scientists at a 
conference/meeting as a banner



interests

members of strong communities 
typically have strongly 

overlapping…

Group picture of happy scientists at a 
conference/meeting as a banner



values

members of strong communities 
typically have strongly 

overlapping…

Group picture of happy scientists at a 
conference/meeting as a banner



goals

members of strong communities 
typically have strongly 

overlapping…

Group picture of happy scientists at a 
conference/meeting as a banner



share a strong collaborative spirit

members of strong communities 
typically have strongly 

overlapping…

Group picture of happy scientists at a 
conference/meeting as a banner
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why invest in building community?
i.e. what might you get for your investment?



volunteer to work together

members of strong communities 
typically



interact frequently and effectively

members of strong communities 
typically



members of strong communities 
typically

enjoy working together - making their 
work more productive



engage in knowledge-sharing

members of strong communities 
typically



are strong advocates for their
community

members of strong communities 
typically



identify and address inefficiencies

members of strong communities 
typically



volunteer feedback

members of strong communities 
typically



members of strong communities 
typically

are innovative



how can we build community?



1. facilitate development of trusting, 
high-quality relationships, of a sense 
of belonging

2. give the group the power to make 
happen what they want to happen

3. trust the community - trust them to 
want to make good things (for you and 
them) to happen



1.
facilitate development of trusting, 

high-quality relationships

provide contexts for people to meet (in person 
and/or virtually) and find their common 
interests, goals, and values



1.
facilitate development of trusting, 

high-quality relationships

commit to clear transparent respectful 
effective open communication



1.
facilitate development of trusting, 

high-quality relationships

commit to clear transparent respectful 
effective open communication

publicise a clear concise description of the 
goals, vision, and mission of the community



1.
facilitate development of trusting, 

high-quality relationships

commit to clear transparent respectful 
effective open communication

publicise a clear concise description of the 
organisational structure of the group



1.
facilitate development of trusting, 

high-quality relationships

commit to clear transparent respectful 
effective open communication

ensure contributions are acknowledged and 
publicised



1.
facilitate development of trusting, 

high-quality relationships

commit to clear transparent respectful 
effective open communication

support and encourage the use of a range of 
communication channels - although need to 
strike a balance of not providing too many



1.
facilitate development of trusting, 

high-quality relationships

commit to clear transparent respectful 
effective open communication

make an extra effort to welcome and engage 
with any (potential) new members of the group



1.
facilitate development of trusting, 

high-quality relationships

commit to clear transparent respectful 
effective open communication

make it easy for people who might want to join 
the group to find out about it and start joining in



2.
give the group the power to make 
happen what they want to happen

resources



2.
give the group the power to make 
happen what they want to happen

decision-making powers



if they are your users - then who knows better 
what they need your product to do for them? If 
they really want to make this work for 
themselves, then trust them and their opinions

3.
trust the community - trust them to 
want to make good things (for you 

and them) to happen



challenges for community building?



building high-quality relationships 
takes time and resources



enabling growth of a strong 
community cedes control from 

other sources of power



want to read more?
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Bruce Caron’s blog
http://cybersocialstructure.org/

Virtual Democracy
We all want more say in our online lives

Lou Woodley’s blog 
https://socialinsilico.wordpress.com/

Association of community professionals 
http://www.communityroundtable.com/
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http://www.earlham.ac.uk/stronger-together-building-scientific-communities

https://news.embl.de/science/1502_how-to-crowdsource-a-paper/

some blogs about my work
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