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Introduction

.NET user groups exist to help facilitate education and knowledge exchange among developers, architects and managers with an interest in Microsoft's .NET technologies. They provide a great place for local developers to come together to learn all about .NET technologies, to network with their peers and to foster a sense of community among developers learning and using the same technologies.

Starting and running a user group, and making it a success, is a far more difficult task than many imagine. It takes a lot of effort and dedication on the part of a few individuals to make it work. 

Running a user group and helping it grow into a large and successful entity takes a lot of hard work. There are many factors that will determine whether your group will succeed. 

The purpose of this document is to share some best practices, based on the shared experiences of several user group leaders, which will prepare you for the tasks ahead and will help your group succeed.

1. INETA (International .NET Association)

The International .NET Association exists as a non-profit umbrella organization for .NET user groups worldwide. 

INETA’s mission is to help those user groups grow and thrive as they meet the needs of their members. INETA offers a wide range of benefits to member user groups, at no cost to the groups themselves. 

Publicity

For example, many developers will find out about your group by exploring the “Community” link from Visual Studio. By joining INETA, your group will be listed there!

Speakers 

INETA can also provide speakers to member groups at no cost to the group. These speakers will range from technology specialist through to the “INETA Rock Stars”, who are experts in .NET technologies, accomplished authors, and sought-after professional speakers.

Presentations and materials

The INETA web site contains taped presentations that serve as a valuable learning resource. In addition, you’ll find pre-prepared presentations there that you can just “download-and-show” to your group.

Signing up with INETA

For further information about INETA, and to join, please visit http://www.ineta.org.

2. Meetings

Regular meetings are the cornerstone of any user group. This is where members come together and reap the benefits of being in a user group.

Offer quality

Nothing brings out attendees like knowing that they will be attending a first class presentation, and getting firsthand knowledge from an articulate, savvy presenter. Although you should encourage your members to share their knowledge, the reality is that many will not want to do presentations, and others may not have appropriate presentation skills. Even if the group leaders are industry experts, the members will tire of seeing them present month after month. Offer quality presentations, and strive for variety.

Be Stable

Pick a meeting date/time/location and stick with it. Many groups opt for an “every” approach, such as “we meet every second Tuesday of the month”, so that members can tell when the meeting is by glancing at a calendar

Pick the right day

This is perhaps the most obvious key to successful meetings. Meeting on Monday nights and Friday nights just won’t draw. Weekends are another bad choice. Choose your meeting day wisely. Evenings are more broadly accessible than during the day.

Try to coordinate with other area groups

You’ll have more drawing power and clout with speakers if you can offer them a “circuit” by coordinating your meetings with other area groups. Instead of saying “we meet on Tuesday”, you can say “We meet on Tuesday in Dallas, Austin meets Wednesday, and Houston meets on Thursday”. This offers speakers the ability to efficiently visit several user groups.

Location, location, location

Choose a central location that is large enough to accommodate your group, and consider traffic patterns. Local Microsoft offices may or may not have a suitable room, but some of your members may work at companies with auditoriums or training rooms that may be suitable. Local libraries and universities often have auditoriums they rent inexpensively. Lastly, if your group has sufficient budget, many hotels can provide suitable venues.

Meeting Format

The following is a meeting format that has proven to be successful:

	6:00 - 6:30
	Mixer. Members can chat informally amongst themselves, beginners can ask questions. If the budget allows for food this is a good time to serve pizza and sodas.

	6:30 – 6:45
	Housekeeping announcements. Talk about upcoming meetings. Highlight any major new .NET developments that members may not be aware of.

	6:45 – 7:45
	Meeting part 1

	7:45 – 8:00
	Break, peer networking

	8:00 – 9:00
	Meeting part 2


After the meeting, you may want to encourage members to adjourn to a restaurant or bar for refreshments. This kind of socializing will help form a stronger bond between members that may only see each other once a month. 

Subject Selection

User groups draw a diverse mix of skill levels. As such, it is difficult to select meeting topics that will be of interest to all your members. What many groups do is either alternate skill levels between meetings (beginner/intermediate one month, advanced the next), or have one presentation in each of those skill levels at each meeting (part 1 or the meeting is beginner level, part 2 is advanced).

Additional Meetings

Often groups contain one or more individuals that are willing and able to teach. If your group falls into this category, you may want to consider a “.NET Day”, an all-day training event, perhaps on a Saturday. You may want to consider offering the presenter a small honorarium, and charging an admission that covers the honorarium, snacks and, if required, facilities rental.
3. Communications

You may have the best technical content in the area, the brightest minds, and the best meetings, but if nobody knows about it, they won’t attend. This is not a case of “if you build it they will come”, this is “build it then tell everyone”.

Meeting Announcements

Keep in touch with your members. Send out meeting reminder announcements one week prior to the meeting, and also the day before. 

Notify the local press

Contact your local computer paper and let them know when you meet, most will be happy to give you a few lines of space for no cost. 

Get Feedback

All groups are different. Ask your members if they like how the group is being run. Ask them what topics they would like to hear about. By asking for and reacting to your group’s requests, you be able to fine tune your topics and group to best meet their needs.

4. Management

Get help

The responsibility of running a successful user group should never rest with just one individual. Don’t be afraid to solicit help from your members. If no one steps forward publicly, ask them directly one-on-one. Meetings must go ahead as planned and on a regular basis, even if a key individual is away on business, on vacation, or is ill.

Don’t Give Up!

Sometimes the help you get to run the group may not quite meet your expectations, or requirements. People will volunteer then get too busy with other tasks to follow through with their promise. Understand that this is a fact of life, and don’t let it discourage you. You may also receive criticism for how you run the group. Invite the critics to help. You’ll find they either will help, and the group benefits, or they’ll decline and the criticism will stop. 
Management Structure

A proven way to structure user group management is by having clearly defined roles and responsibilities. An example of such a structure would be as follows:

	President
	The user group president is the head cheerleader. It is the President’s  role to be the master-of-ceremonies, to get people excited about .NET developments and about attending user group meetings. 

	Vice President
	The Vice President should be able to fulfill all the responsibilities of the President. 

	Membership Director
	The membership director is responsible for all things related to the membership list. This will include maintaining the list, as well as sending meeting announcement mailings to it. 

	Program Director
	The program director is responsible for liaising with speakers and proposing meeting topics. This includes soliciting feedback and suggestions from the meeting attendees.

	Treasurer
	If your group charges dues, or accepts corporate sponsorships, you will need a Treasurer who will be responsible for the funds.


Sponsorship

Corporate sponsorship is a great way to help defray the costs of running a user group (meeting places, refreshments, etc). Many companies would be pleased to contribute to this worthy cause. Don’t be afraid to ask, contact local major corporations. Sponsorship opportunities also come in non-financial forms such as allowing use of meeting facilities, hosting a web site, and product giveaways.

Conclusion

This document has presented some real world, proven, best practices for starting and running a user group. INETA exists to help you, please visit our web site at www.ineta.org for resources that will help you be successful.
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