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Summary

Online platforms can support health and educational professionals in their daily work; however, it

is challenging to keep online platforms sustainable. This paper aims to indicate the most important

factors of platform sustainability from the perspective of professionals involved in online platforms.

Further, it aims to understand how these factors operate. A mixed methods study was carried out

among professionals from Europe, Australia, the USA and Canada. In the first phase, the importance

of 54 factors from the literature was assessed with a questionnaire among 17 professionals. The rela-

tive importance of the factors and the consensus regarding this importance were calculated using

median scores and interquartile deviations. In total, 19 factors were selected representing general

characteristics, characteristics related to the platform, communication, visitor and context. In the sec-

ond phase, insight was gained regarding the experiences with those factors through 12 individual

Skype interviews. The most frequently mentioned important factors of platform sustainability were (i)

having sufficient time, resources and expertise, (ii) user friendliness and (iii) creating a sense of

belonging. Platforms should use a planned approach to address a combination of factors directly

from platform development. Gaining long-term resources is challenging and should be considered

from the start of a project by building partnerships. To promote user friendliness, platforms should be

simple, have a clear set-up and provide high-quality tools. Finally, establishing a sense of belonging

could be supported by branding and face-to-face networking activities. For all aspects, involving

visitors and stakeholders is essential.
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INTRODUCTION

Online platforms provide health professionals with un-

limited access to information on a domain of interest

and the opportunity to interact with others of any region

at any moment (Sundar et al., 2011, Aarts et al., 2013,

Vona et al., 2014). In contrast to informative websites

that use unidirectional communication methods to share

information with visitors, online platforms apply bidi-

rectional methods (OECD, 2019). On the one hand,

they allow developers to share content; on the other

hand, they allow visitors to respond to that content, for

example in discussion groups, but also to adapt and

share content, such as adapted tools and programme

materials. In the field of health promotion, platforms

are often initiated through project funding, making sus-

tainability challenging. Some platforms become a static

representation of what a project once was as soon as the

project ends, while others remain a valuable updated re-

source. Which factors determine the sustainability of

these online platforms? And how can sustainability be

promoted? These are the topics addressed in this article.

This article reports on a study conducted as part of

the European HEPCOM project (Promoting Healthy

Eating and Physical activity in local COMmunities)

(http://hepcom.org). HEPCOM focused on strategies of

the Health Promoting School (HPS) and communities

targeting school-aged youth. Since the start of the

Schools for Health in Europe Network in 1992

(Turunen et al., 2017), many regional tools and best

practices, such as guidelines for conducting evaluations,

have been developed to support the implementation of

the HPS (Simovska et al., 2012; WHO, 2013). Research

findings from health promotion projects are often dis-

seminated through peer-reviewed scientific publications,

but the programme tools developed in these projects

mainly exist on project websites and cannot always be

found by other professionals. The HEPCOM project

aimed to develop an online platform for sharing these

types of tools and knowledge from EU-funded public

health programmes for health promotion professionals

and policy makers from local communities (Goelitz

et al., 2014). During the project period, platform tools

such as planning tools for obtaining funding, but also

tools to involve target groups, such as children, in the in-

tervention development process (Eskola et al., 2018),

were tested in 45 local communities. The platform

allowed professionals to share their experiences working

with the tools. From the start of the project, an impor-

tant question was how to sustain the platform after the

initial project period.

Sustainability is important to guarantee that invest-

ments are not wasted and to move the field forwards by

optimizing the potential benefits from existing knowl-

edge and tools (Glasgow et al., 1999, Pluye et al., 2004,

Scheirer and Dearing, 2011; Schell et al., 2013).

Sustainability has been operationalized as continued

programme activities, continued programme outcomes

in terms of health benefits, continued capacity building

of a community or the interaction between these three

operationalization’s (Shediac-Rizkallah and Bone, 1998;

Scheirer, 2005; Wiltsey Stirman et al., 2012; Schell

et al., 2013). Although empirical research on sustain-

ability factors of public health and health promotion

programmes is a growing field (Wiltsey Stirman et al.,

2012; Bodkin and Hakimi, 2020; Herlitz et al., 2020),

still little is known about the sustainability of online

platforms for health promotion and educational profes-

sionals, such as HEPCOM.

Literature review

At the start of the HEPCOM project, a narrative review1

was conducted to identify factors related to the sustain-

ability of online educational and/or health promotion

platforms for professionals. [The narrative review was

Lay summary

Health and educational professionals use online platforms to share and obtain knowledge and tools

with and from other professionals for use in their daily work. Platforms are often developed with

temporary project funding, which challenges their long-term sustainability. This article aims to under-

stand why platforms survive or not. It reports the findings from a questionnaire study and an inter-

view study among professionals who are involved in the coordination of online platforms. They indi-

cated that it was important (i) to have sufficient time, resources and expertise to keep the online

platform alive and updated, (ii) to keep attracting visitors by creating a user-friendly platform and (iii)

to create a sense of belonging among the platform’s visitors. Platform developers should keep this

in mind at all stages of the development process by working closely with visitors and stakeholders.
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conducted between November 2014 and February 2015

by the first, second, fourth and fifth author. Searches

were conducted in Eric, Google Scholar, Proquest,

PubMed and Web of Science. Search terms were limited

to the title, abstract and keywords: (‘online platform’ or

virtual platform or electronic platform or ‘web-based

platform’ or ‘online community’ or ‘virtual community’

or ‘electronic community’ or ‘web-based community’)

AND (health*). Inclusion criteria were that the de-

scribed platform was bi-directional and targeted health

promotion professionals or education professionals in

either schools or community settings in OECD coun-

tries. No quality assessment instrument was used to in-

terpret the findings.] Eleven papers reported on initial

and sustained platform activities, including platform use

and revisits by professionals, active contributions to the

platform, but also the successful implementation and

adaptation of the platform (Cuthell, 2008; Todorova

and Osburg, 2009; Hardman, 2011; Harley, 2011;

Sundar et al., 2011; Holt et al., 2013; Anderson, 2014;

Barnett et al., 2014; Farrell et al., 2014; Petric, 2014;

Vona et al., 2014). The papers operationalized sustain-

ability at platform level and at visitor level. At plat-

form level, sustainability referred to the successful

maintenance and adaptation of the platform by initia-

tors from the field of education or health, after the

initial project funding had ended. At visitor level, it

referred to continued involvement on the platform

through regular platform visits, continued use of plat-

form tools and continued active contributions to the

platform. In total, 54 factors were retrieved and

grouped into five categories (see Table 1).

First, general platform characteristics (n¼7) relate

to the functioning of the platform itself. The literature

indicated the importance of having time, resources and

expertise to keep a platform online, taking into account

legal responsibilities such as copyright and privacy

(Anderson, 2014) and having a credible owner (Harley,

2011; Barnett et al., 2014). The set-up of the platform

should be user friendly (Barnett et al., 2014) and free of

technical problems (Sundar et al., 2011). Relevant plat-

form stakeholders (e.g. policy makers, funders and

users) should be involved in platform development

(Harley, 2011; Barnett et al., 2014).

Next, content-related characteristics (n¼ 13) relate

to the type and form of information on the platform.

Platform content should fit with the platform goals

(Barnett et al., 2014; Farrell et al., 2014) and visitors’

needs (Cuthell, 2008; Sundar et al., 2011; Anderson,

2014; Vona et al., 2014). Information should be avail-

able for different types of visitors (e.g. in terms of

Table 1: Factors related to sustainability-related outcomes

retrieved from the literature

General platform characteristics are related to the functioning

of the platform itself and include factors related to the techni-

cal issues, legal aspects and credibility of the platform but

also resources needed for maintaining the platform

1 Time, resources and expertise to keep the platform online

and up to date

2 Taking into account the legal/formal responsibilities, such

as the privacy of visitors, no disclosure of confidential

information, prevention of religious or racial vilification

and the protection of copyright

3 Credible owner of the platform, for example an official or-

ganization offering the platform instead of a private

platform of an individual

4 User-friendly technical set-up and support

5 Visitors have the opportunity to participate in the deci-

sion-making process, for example on what topics to

discuss

6 Owner of the platform (organization) provides institu-

tional structures to support the platform, such as IT

specialists

7 Involvement of stakeholders (organizations which have in-

terest in the existence of the platform such as visitors,

funders) during the development stage of the platform

8 Involvement of diverse visitors with different levels of ex-

perience and backgrounds in the information exchange

on the platform

Content-related characteristics are related to the type and form

of information on the platform

9 Information fits the needs of the visitors

10 Clear communication of the platform goals

11 Limited irrelevant information

12 Clear goals and structure information in line with the

goals

13 Information is available for several types of visitors (such

as visitors who regularly post content and visitors who

do not, visitors who are experienced and less experi-

enced in the field)

14 Adaptability of the programmes or materials on the plat-

form to the local context

15 News value, regular supply of new and up-to-date

information

16 Platform arranges specific methods such as providing on-

line tools

17 Platform provides information on professional develop-

ment opportunities

18 Platform arranges access to online trainings or workshops

19 Platform provides access to research databases and

journals

20 Platform collaborates with or provide links to other rele-

vant websites or platforms

(continued)
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experience) (Vona et al., 2014), but the group should

not be too broad (Barnett et al., 2014). Preferably, pro-

fessionals should be able to adapt platform tools to their

own needs, the local target group and context (Cuthell,

2008). Further, platforms should promote active in-

volvement of professionals with different backgrounds

in the information exchange (Harley, 2011). Some stud-

ies reported on the importance of providing new infor-

mation on a regular basis (Anderson, 2014; Barnett

et al., 2014; Vona et al., 2014). Others reported on spe-

cific functions such as access to professional develop-

ment programmes or databases (Anderson, 2014).

Third, communication-related characteristics

(n¼ 17) include factors supporting contributions to and

interactions on the platform. Platforms should clearly

communicate interaction norms (Petric, 2014) and sup-

port an environment of respect and trust between visi-

tors (Barnett et al., 2014). A platform moderator should

provide administrative and practical support, but should

Table 1: Continued

Communication-related characteristics relate to supporting

platform communication and social interaction

21 Platform creates a supportive environment to encourage

communication and trust between visitors

22 Platform ethics (such as rules and consequences of deviant

behaviour) are explicitly defined in norms such as FAQ

and terms of use

23 Platform ethics are implicitly defined in norms, for exam-

ple unwritten expectations regarding appropriate be-

haviour on the platform (such as emerging through

interactions among members)

24 Platform assures living up to the sanctioning of deviant be-

haviour from the norms, provides opportunities to re-

port inappropriate behaviour and rewards behaviour

related to norms

25 Platform has a closed forum for members

26 Platform arranges specific methods such as online meet-

ings and chat sessions

27 Platform has a moderator (someone that leads and moni-

tors discussions and keeps the forum clean)

28 Platform moderator has an active role related to platform

content (such as checking information, adding and chang-

ing content such as comments, publications and links)

29 Platform moderator has an active role in supporting prac-

tical issues (such as user support, subscription, checking

if all functions work correctly are the functions user

friendly)

30 Platform moderator has an active role in communication

(such as leading discussions, reframing questions, find-

ing professionals to answer questions, providing access

to resources and trainings)

31 Limited input from platform moderator in discussions

32 Platform visitors have the opportunity to build their own

networks within the community, for example in a pri-

vate space on the platform

33 Platform stimulates the exchange of social support

34 Platform arranges specific methods such as offering prizes

or other incentives to active visitors

35 Platform arranges specific methods such as sharing docu-

ments, experiences and promoting discussions

36 Platform clearly communicates the advantage of using the

platform

37 Platform provides communication and face-to-face en-

gagement, for example by offline events or webinars

Visitor-related characteristics reflect the characteristics of the

professionals who visit and engage in the platform

38 Visitors perceive benefits using the platform outweighing

the costs

39 Visitors are willing, motivated and comfortable using an online

platform for retrieving information and online tools

40 Visitors are willing, motivated and comfortable using an

online platform for information sharing

(continued)

Table 1: Continued

41 Visitors have positive experiences with collaborating with

other visitors on the platform

42 Visitors have sufficient expertise to be able to participate

and use the tools

43 Visitors have prior positive experiences with other online

platforms

44 Visitors have sufficient digital literacy skills

45 Visitors have sufficient time to participate in the platform

and use the tools

46 Cultural differences in using online platforms for informa-

tion sharing (for example more common among specific

groups than others)

47 Number of years of working experience as a professional

in the field the platform is targeting

48 Visitors are also involved in offline activities related to the

platform

Context-related characteristics reflect the characteristics of the

organization and the broader context the visitor operates in

49 Participation in the platform as a vital part of one’s job,

i.e. contributing to tasks, relevant for one’s career and

the objectives of an organization

50 Compatibility of the platform with tasks the professional

needs to fulfil for the job

51 High proportion of colleagues from the own organization

using the platform

52 No interference with one’s position at work, for example

sharing information is not allowed in a specific function

53 Provision of time for engaging in the platform during

work hours

54 Provision of social support within the organization (from

colleagues, management) to engage in the platform

4 K. M. H. Hubertus Bessems et al.



also have sufficient knowledge on the content, and look

for a balance between facilitating communication and

actively participating in discussions (Hardman, 2011;

Anderson, 2014; Barnett et al., 2014; Petric, 2014).

Platforms should incorporate multiple strategies to en-

gage visitors (Farrell et al., 2014), such as using incen-

tives (Anderson, 2014) and involving visitors through

social media, email and other websites (Holt et al.,

2013). Finally, sustainable platforms should use face-to-

face activities, such as professional development pro-

grammes, complementary to online communication

(Sundar et al., 2011; Anderson, 2014; Petric, 2014).

Fourth, visitor-related characteristics (n¼12), repre-

sent specific characteristics of the professionals visiting

and engaging in the platform. The literature pointed to-

wards motivational factors, such as attitude towards

platform use (Todorova and Osburg, 2009; Anderson,

2014) and willingness to collaborate online (Hardman,

2011; Anderson, 2014). Further, previous positive expe-

riences with platforms (Todorova and Osburg, 2009)

and feeling comfortable using a platform (digital liter-

acy) (Todorova and Osburg, 2009; Sundar et al., 2011)

were important. Finally, visitors should have time to

contribute to a platform (Todorova and Osburg, 2009;

Barnett et al., 2014).

Finally, context-related characteristics (n¼6) reflect

factors in the organization and context of the visitor. A

facilitator was when a platform contributed to the visi-

tors’ job (Anderson, 2014), tasks or profession

(Todorova and Osburg, 2009; Barnett et al., 2014) and

the institutional or national goals (Todorova and

Osburg, 2009). A final factor was having support for

platform use within the visitor’s own organization, for

example from a supervisor (Todorova and Osburg,

2009; Anderson, 2014).

The list of factors possibly contributing to platform

sustainability is quite long, but does not distinguish be-

tween essential and subordinate factors, nor does it re-

veal how to promote platform sustainability. The aims

of this study were to specify the most important factors

as perceived by health promotion and/or educational

professionals involved in online platforms and to pro-

vide more in-depth insight in how these factors could

contribute to platform sustainability.

METHODS

Design

A sequential, explanatory, mixed methods design was

carried out (Creswell, 2009). In the first phase, the im-

portance of 54 factors from the literature was assessed

by questionnaires. The factor list was then narrowed

down to a feasible list of most important factors. In the

second phase, in-depth insight was gained regarding the

experiences with strategies supporting the narrowed list

of factors using individual Skype interviews.

Phase 1: Questionnaire study

Procedures and participants

In the summer of 2015, 51 international health promo-

tion and/or educational professionals were invited to

participate in the online questionnaire study. To start,

first authors from papers from the literature study were

contacted for participation in the study. Second, as

many relevant platforms are not described in papers in

scientific journals, the 20 European partners involved in

the HEPCOM project, were asked to identify contact

persons from online platforms in their own country and/

or in their own field of research and practice. For com-

parability issues, we specifically targeted professionals

involved in health promotion and/or education plat-

forms that targeted professionals in OECD countries.

All proposed professionals received an email with a link

to the online questionnaire with a decline option. Non-

responders received a reminder after 2 and 4 weeks. The

response rate was 33.3% (n¼17).

Questionnaire and data analysis

The questionnaire was sent to two professionals in-

volved in online platforms for feedback and some minor

textual changes were made before its finalization.

The final questionnaire presented the 54 factors from

the literature categorized as general platform-, content-,

communication-, visitor- and context-related character-

istics. Participants rated the importance of each factor

on a Likert-scale ranging from not important at all (1)

to very important (7). In addition, respondents could

indicate additional factors in an open-ended question.

The online questionnaire was distributed through the

survey tool Qualtrics. Descriptive statistics were used to

describe the background characteristics of respondents.

The relative importance of each factor and the consensus

between professionals regarding this importance was

calculated using the median scores and the interquartile

deviations (IQDs) in IBM SPSS Statistics (version 21). A

low IQD indicated a high degree of consensus between

professionals. Next, 16 factors on which full or high

consensus was reached (median score of � 6.00 and

IQD of � 2.00) were selected for the second phase of the

study. Three new factors from the open-ended answers

were included.

Factors influencing sustainability of online platforms for professionals 5



Phase 2: Interview study

Procedure and participants

From November 2016 until January 2017, 69 health

promotion and/or educational professionals involved in

online platforms were invited for a Skype interview. In

addition to the list of 51 professionals from the first

study phase, 18 new network contacts from HEPCOM

partners and participants were contacted. Again, these

were professionals from OECD countries. Twelve inter-

views were conducted until data saturation was reached.

Interview route and data analysis

Participants were asked to indicate the most important

factors of platform sustainability from the list of 19 fac-

tors retrieved from the questionnaire study. The other

questions elaborated on the interviewee’s experience

with the factors and how these had contributed to the

sustainability of the platforms they had been involved

in. The interviews were recorded and transcribed verba-

tim. Texts were coded and analyzed with NVIVO (ver-

sion 11.0) by the first author and checked by the third

author. Emergent findings were further discussed and re-

fined until consensus was reached. Codes were formu-

lated around the factors and inductive child nodes were

formulated around derived strategies.

RESULTS

Study population of study phase 1 and phase 2

The 17 participants in the questionnaire study were

from the Australia (n¼3), Denmark (n¼ 3), USA

(n¼ 3), Italy (n¼2), Canada (n¼ 1), Germany (n¼1),

the Netherlands (n¼1), Slovenia (n¼1), Spain (n¼1)

and the UK (n¼1). They were involved in platforms in

the roles of facilitator of content (n¼ 16), developer/re-

searcher (n¼14), director or coordinator (n¼11), par-

ticipant (n¼ 2) and/or advisor (n¼ 1). Together they

were involved in 39 online platforms, of which 32 were

still active at the time of data collection. The 12 profes-

sionals in the interview study were from the USA

(n¼ 4), Denmark (n¼ 3), the Netherlands (n¼2), Italy

(n¼ 1), Belgium (n¼1) and the UK (n¼1). They were

involved in platforms in the roles of director or platform

coordinator (n¼ 8), facilitator (n¼ 3) or webmaster

(n¼ 1). Together they were involved in 15 online plat-

forms of which nine were still running at the time of the

interview.

Phase 1: results questionnaire study

The most frequently selected factors on which high con-

sensus was reached were respectively, most often related

to general platform prerequisites, platform content,

communication, visitor and context (see Figure 1). The

characteristics of the platform, content and communica-

tion, which are displayed in the middle of the figure, re-

late primarily to the sustainability at platform level: the

maintenance and quality assurance of the platform itself

by the platform coordinator. The characteristics of the

visitor and context are shown in the outside circles in

the figure and primarily relate to the sustainability at

visitor-level: visitors visiting the platform, coming back

to the platform after initial use and using the tools that

are shared on the platform in practice. The dotted

boundary lines indicate that the categories of factors are

interrelated and imply commonality.

Table 2 shows the relative importance and degree of

consensus on the 16 individual factors within these cate-

gories and shows three additional factors suggested by

the respondents.

Phase 2: Results interview study

The most frequently mentioned essential factors from

the list of 19 factors as indicated by the interviewees,

were creating a sense of belonging and having sufficient

time, resources and expertise, followed by user friendli-

ness of the platform. A few participants indicated the

importance of information fitting the needs of visitors,

adaptation to local contexts and providing valuable on-

line tools. All other factors were mentioned only once or

not at all.

Elaboration on the importance of and

experiences with all factors

Further, the interviewees elaborated on their experiences

with all 19 individual factors and how these had con-

tributed to the sustainability of the platforms. These

findings are presented below per category.

General platform characteristics

Regarding time, resources and money (factor 1), most

platforms had been developed with grant funding as

part of a project and had experienced challenges finding

funding for the platform after the project period. Some

had successfully integrated the platform in an existing

structure (e.g. within a research group or project), re-

trieved industry funding or asked for a user’s fee. Some

coordinators maintained the platform on a voluntary ba-

sis, either out of idealism or as a win-win situation.

Feedback and connections to the field were considered

to be of tremendous value to some of the teams behind

the platforms. However, especially for more interactive

6 K. M. H. Hubertus Bessems et al.



platforms, keeping a platform alive and running was

very time consuming.

Further, in online platforms, visitors should be in-

volved in the decision-making on the content of the plat-

form (factor 3), for example through surveys or case

studies. To attract visitors to revisit the platform, the

platform should be user friendly (factor 6) in terms of

appearance, navigation and uploading content. A gen-

eral platform style should be created and applied consis-

tently throughout the platform. Information paths

should navigate specific visitor groups to relevant infor-

mation and platforms need to be light and suitable for

mobile devices. Also, platforms should be simple, infor-

mation should be briefly summarized and, if provided,

full texts should be downloadable for visitors looking

for more information. Overall, interviewees agreed that

simplicity increased the attractiveness of the platform

design (factor 18). All interviewees agreed on the impor-

tance of involving stakeholders (factor 7) during the de-

velopment phase to create relevant content and establish

long-term support. But also, when the platform was op-

erational, the involvement of visitors with different

backgrounds and different roles in the information ex-

change was important (factor 8), although only a few

had focused on this. Finally, when there was a growing

demand for resources abroad, some platforms made

their content available in other languages (factor 19), as

English was not the official language of all targeted

countries.

Content-related characteristics

Most platforms reached different visitors in terms of ex-

pertise, but also in the level of active contribution to the

platform (factor 2). From one perspective, this could

stimulate contributions to the platform. I think that the

plurality of perspectives is motivating for the visitors

and thereby contributes to platform sustainability.

(Project coordinator). From another perspective, it was

challenging because the information should meet many

needs (factor 5) and that was essential If you don’t give

the visitor what he wants, he is not going to come back.

You have to get off your high horse, you can’t dictate

people what they should and shouldn’t do. Listen to

their information needs. (Head of communication)

Fig. 1:Framework with factors related to the sustainability of platforms.

Factors influencing sustainability of online platforms for professionals 7



Reducing jargon and providing examples on different

contexts increased the relevance for more visitor groups.

Some interviewees pointed to the importance of cultural

adaptation of tools and materials to the local context

(factor 9). Some platforms added general tools that

could be applied in the local context, while others used

examples reflecting different backgrounds. Further, visi-

tors were more committed to platforms with easy to use

high-quality tools (factor 10). It encouraged them to

come back to gain new experiences and to learn new

aspects. Finally, for some platforms, news value was

crucial (factor 11): If you don’t get news and update it

regularly, then it is just not alive. It becomes a picture of

what once was. So perhaps you have to set a goal, what

is the aim of this information and what differences will

it make to make it alive. (Director) However, adding up-

to-date information was considered challenging for proj-

ect-based platforms: After the project of which it was

part had stopped, there was no news to add and the

number of visits dropped. (Director) Finally, interview-

ees who had been involved in research tools or projects

brought up the importance of sharing information of

public interest.

Only a few interviewees explained that they had de-

liberately worked on creating a sense of belonging (fac-

tor 17) for platform visitors. One interviewee explained

that they had loyal members who had come back on a

regular basis for more than 20 years. We want to be in

Table 2: Most important factors of sustainability as perceived by professionals in the questionnaire study (n¼ 17)

Category Factor Median IQD

General platform 1 Time, resources and expertise to keep the platform online and up to

date

7 1

Content 2 Information is available for several types of visitors (e.g. visitors who

regularly post content and visitors who do not, visitors who are ex-

perienced and less experienced in the field)

6 1

General platform 3 Visitors have the opportunity to participate in the decision-making

process, e.g. on what topics to discuss or what topics training is pro-

vided on

6 1

Visitor 4 Visitors perceive benefits using the platform outweighing the costs 6 1

Content 5 Information fits the needs of the visitors 7 2

General platform 6 User-friendly technical set-up and support 6 2

General platform 7 Involvement of stakeholders (organizations which have interest in the

existence of the platform such as visitors, funders) during the devel-

opment stage of the platform

6 2

General platform 8 Involvement of diverse visitors with different levels of experience and

backgrounds in the information exchange on the platform

6 2

Content 9 Adaptability of the programmes or materials on the platform to the lo-

cal context

6 2

Content 10 Platform should arrange specific methods such as providing online

tools

6 2

Content 11 News value, regular supply of new and up-to-date information 6 2

Communication 12 Platform moderator has an active role in supporting practical issues

(e.g. user support, subscription, checking if all functions work cor-

rectly, are the functions user friendly)

6 2

Communication 13 Platform clearly communicates the advantage of using the platform for

visitors

6 2

Visitor 14 Visitors have sufficient time to participate on the platform and use the

tools

6 2

Visitor 15 Visitors are willing, motivated and comfortable using an online plat-

form for retrieving information and online tools

6 2

Context 16 Compatibility of the platform with tasks the professional needs to ful-

fill for the job

6 2

Content 17 Establishment of a sense of belonginga — —

General platform 18 Attractive design of the platforma — —

General platform 19 Diversity in languagesa — —

aThree factors were added to the list based on open-ended answers from the questionnaire study.
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touch with people we belong to and feel comfortable

with. If people feel that they belong and contribute to it

and gain some inspiration, they will be more likely to

come back. (Head of communication) A sense of belong-

ing was created by supporting interaction, for example

with a member database, a responsive moderator, or by

organizing additional offline local face-to-face meetings.

Communication characteristics

Further, moderators needed skills in terms of communi-

cation, technical assistance and content (factor 12).

Interactive platforms required an active moderator en-

gaging in the dialogue, but this was also time consum-

ing. Only a few platforms specifically communicated the

advantages of using the platform (factor 13) with mes-

sages on usefulness, via other media channels as well.

This was considered most important for platforms that

asked for a user fee and least important for platforms

within a specific niche.

Visitor- and context-related characteristics

Revisiting visitors should experience benefits from the

platform (factor 4). Other visitor-related characteristics,

such as having sufficient time (factor 14), were more dif-

ficult for platform developers to change. An important

barrier for platform contribution was that potential visi-

tors were reluctant to put their opinions ‘out there’ (fac-

tor 15), especially for professionals who dealt with

confidential information. This issue could be addressed

by a safe closed membership. Finally, platforms should

appeal to the needs of their profession (factor 16). The

more central it is to people’s jobs, the better for sustain-

ability. (Project coordinator)

DISCUSSION

With this explorative study, we aimed to identify the

most relevant factors as perceived by health promotion

and/or educational professionals involved in online plat-

forms and to get in-depth insight in how these factors

could contribute to platform sustainability.

First, 54 platform sustainability-related factors were

identified and related to general platform characteristics,

to the content, communication, visitor and context.

Researchers studying factors of sustainability in offline

settings or in other fields have categorized factors

slightly different, but all emphasize the combination of

diverse factors involved in this process (Shediac-

Rizkallah and Bone, 1998; Gruen et al., 2008; Wiltsey

Stirman et al., 2012; Anderson, 2014; Farrell et al.,

2014; Lennox et al., 2018; Bodkin and Hakimi, 2020).

Systematically targeting the combination of relevant fac-

tors at multiple levels is likely to enhance online plat-

form sustainability.

Having sufficient time, resources and expertise was a

prerequisite for platform sustainability in all parts of our

study. The literature on factors affecting the sustainabil-

ity of online platforms or eHealth in general is scarce,

but the literature on the sustainability of onsite interven-

tions shows that this is important in many settings, such

as health (care) (Scheirer, 2005; Wiltsey Stirman et al.,

2012, Lennox et al., 2018), health promotion (Bodkin

and Hakimi, 2020) and school health (Herlitz et al.,

2020). More specifically, two recent reviews on the sus-

tainability of healthcare programmes (Lennox et al.,

2018) and health promotion programmes (Bodkin and

Hakimi, 2020) pointed to the importance of stable

resources and suggested collaborating with partners and

acquiring multiple sources of funding. However, in prac-

tice, professionals in our study experienced that there

was often no guarantee for long-term funding of their

online initiatives. With this knowledge, platform coordi-

nators should try to develop platforms that can be main-

tained with a limited amount of resources and that can

be integrated in existing ongoing programmes and

organizations. By building partnerships from the start, a

sense of urgency to develop structures for embedment

can be created, preferably from multiple and diverse

resources (Shediac-Rizkallah and Bone, 1998; Scheirer,

2005, Schell et al., 2013; Lennox et al., 2018). At a

structural level, a shift is also needed towards allocating

funding for the recurrent costs of maintaining successful

online platforms (Shediac-Rizkallah and Bone, 1998;

Scheirer and Dearing, 2011).

Further, our findings indicate that user friendliness

can be realized in different ways. In line with others, we

found that for some platforms it could imply creating

valuable tools (Holt et al., 2013), or disseminating infor-

mation that is personally or professionally appealing

(Makkar et al., 2016), while for others the news value

(Kowalewski et al., 2014), blogs (Makkar et al., 2016),

a clear set-up and easiness of use (Lacasta Tintorer

et al., 2018), the possibility to interact (Mwanri and

Sarkis, 2013) or the adaptability of tools to the local

context, may be more crucial (Cuthell, 2008). Again, to

decide how user friendliness could be realized for a spe-

cific platform, the involvement of visitors and stakehold-

ers is vital (Barnett et al., 2014; Kowalewski et al.,

2014; Bartholomew Eldredge et al., 2016).

Creating a sense of belonging was the most fre-

quently mentioned factor contributing to platform sus-

tainability. Coordinators of interactive platforms had

succeeded by branding, sharing a member database,

Factors influencing sustainability of online platforms for professionals 9



installing an approachable moderator or by organizing

offline face-to-face meetings. Again, the involvement of

visitors and stakeholders was crucial to meet needs and

create engagement (Sunderland et al., 2013).

Some strengths and limitations of our study need to

be addressed. First, in the literature search that fed our

factor list, we included heterogeneous studies in terms of

design, type of platform, target group and interactivity.

The majority of studies used descriptive and qualitative

designs, making it impossible to draw straight conclu-

sions on relations between factors and sustainability.

Second, the response rates of the questionnaire and in-

terview study were restricted, limiting the generalizabil-

ity of the results. Next, from a theoretical perspective,

the definition sustainability was broad; the professionals

who took part in the study focused on different aspects

of sustainability, mostly in terms of returned visits by

users, but also in terms of keeping a platform operating.

This reflects the different levels of sustainability that are

closely related and partly overlapping. The same holds

true for the characteristics in the proposed framework—

these were not mutually exclusive. Still, the results do

confirm the complexity of keeping platforms sustainable

in a broad sense. A strong point of our study is the

mixed methods design that allowed both analysis and

more in-depth exploration, as well as a broader perspec-

tive on platform sustainability.

CONCLUSION

Although explorative, this study has some preliminary

implications for practice and further research. In devel-

oping and maintaining platforms, professionals should

address a combination of factors. We have tried to ab-

stract the most important factors. However, the specific

context of each platform should be considered.

Involving visitors and other stakeholders in platform de-

velopment is crucial to create and sustain a platform

that ensures support for long-term funding, fits visitors’

needs and creates a sense of belonging. We would like to

invite health promotion and educational researchers in-

volved in online platforms to use the factor list, to fur-

ther study the factors in relation to sustainability

outcomes and to report on their findings in mixed

method and longitudinal designs.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

We thank our HEPCOM partners for sharing relevant plat-

forms and network contacts and for providing constructive

feedback on the study findings during project meetings. We

would like to thank Anne Koop for her assistance in collecting

the questionnaire data. Finally, we would like to thank all the

health promotion and/or educational professionals who partici-

pated in the questionnaire study and/or the interviews.

FUNDING

The HEPCOM project was supported by the European Union

Health Programme (2008–2013). The views expressed are

purely the authors’ own and do not reflect the views of the

European Commission.

REFERENCES

Aarts, J. W., Faber, M. J., Boogert, A. G. D., Cohlen, B. J.,

Linden, P. J., van der, Kremer, J. A. et al. (2013) Barriers

and facilitators for the implementation of an online clinical

health community in addition to usual fertility care: a cross-

sectional study. Journal of Medical Internet Research, 15,

e163.

Anderson, J. (2014) Online communities: utilising emerging

technologies to improve crime prevention knowledge, prac-

tice and dissemination. Trends & Issues in Crime and

Criminal Justice, 462.

Barnett, S., Jones, S. C., Caton, T., Iverson, D., Bennett, S. and

Robinson, L. (2014) Implementing a virtual community of

practice for family physician training: a mixed-methods case

study. Journal of Medical Internet Research, 16, e83.

Bartholomew Eldredge, L. K., Markham, C. M., Ruiter, R. A.

C., Fernández, M. E., Kok, G. and Parcel, G. S. (2016)

Planning Health Promotion Programs: An Intervention

Mapping Approach. Jossey-Bass Inc., San Francisco, CA.

Bodkin, A. and Hakimi, S. (2020) Sustainable by design: a sys-

tematic review of factors for health promotion program sus-

tainability. BMC Public Health, 20, 964.

Creswell, J. W. (2009) Research Design: Qualitative,

Quantitative, and Mixed Methods Approaches. Sage, Los

Angeles, CA.

Cuthell, J. P. (2008) Online forums as a resource for teacher pro-

fessional development: lessons from a web-based commu-

nity of practice and influence. International Journal of Web

Based Communities, 4, 359–365.

Eskola, S., Tossavainen, K., Bessems, K. and Sormunen, M.

(2018) Children’s perceptions of factors related to physical

activity in schools. Educational Research, 60, 410–426.

Farrell, M. M., La Porta, M., Gallagher, A., Vinson, C. and

Bernal, S. B. (2014) Research to reality: moving evidence

into practice through an online community of practice.

Preventing Chronic Disease, 11, E78.

Glasgow, R. E., Vogt, T. M. and Boles, S. M. (1999) Evaluating

the public health impact of health promotion interventions:

the RE-AIM framework. American Journal of Public

Health, 89, 1322–1327.

Goelitz, D., Paulus, P., Vervoordeldonk, J., Hansen, H. and

Buijs, G. (2014) HEPCOM Mapping Exercise, Needs

Analysis and Gap Analysis for Obesity Prevention Tools.

CBO, Utrecht, p. 145.

10 K. M. H. Hubertus Bessems et al.



Gruen, R. L., Elliott, J. H., Nolan, M. L., Lawton, P. D.,

Parkhill, A., McLaren, C. J. et al. (2008) Sustainability sci-

ence: an integrated approach for health-programme plan-

ning. Lancet, 372, 1579–1589.

Hardman, E. L. (2011) Building professional learning communi-

ties in special education through social networking: direc-

tions for future research. Journal on School Educational

Technology, 7, 30–38.

Harley, K. (2011) Insights from the health OER inter-institu-

tional project. Distance Education, 32, 213–227.

Herlitz, L., MacIntyre, H., Osborn, T. and Bonell, C. (2020)

The sustainability of public health interventions in schools:

a systematic review. Implementation Science, 15, 4.

Holt, C. M., Fawcett, S. B., Schultz, J. A., Jones, J. A.,

Berkowitz, B., Wolff, T. J. et al. (2013) Disseminating online

tools for building capacity among community practitioners.

Journal of Prevention & Intervention in the Community,

41, 201–211.

Kowalewski, K., Lavis, J. N., Wilson, M. and Carter, N. (2014)

Supporting evidence-informed health policy making: the de-

velopment and contents of an online repository of policy-re-

levant documents addressing healthcare renewal in Canada.

Healthcare Policy, 10, 27–37.

Lacasta Tintorer, D., Manresa Dominguez, J. M., Pujol-Rivera,

E., Flayeh Beneyto, S., Mundet Tuduri, X. and Saigı́-Rubió,
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