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Facilitating Online Interaction

An introduction
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Introduction to Online Facilitation

The metaphor of an iceberg is our starting point. What can we see? What lies below? When people start to talk about online community and online facilitation, there is a tendency to talk about the technology and the tools. But the interaction of people in a group is not about the technology. It is about the people. The container provided by the technology is not insignificant, but if we loose site of the unseen part of the iceberg, we can find ourselves in "deep water!" The goal of our workshop is to explore what is underwater, look closely at the water line and take a brief view of what pops up above the waves with technology!
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Facilitating Online Interactions and Hosting Online Communities

From: http://www.fullcirc.com/community/communityfacilitation.htm
· From Webster's: Facilitation \Fa*cil`i*ta"tion\, n. The act of facilitating or making easy. 

· From Wordnet: facilitation n: act of assisting or making easier the progress or improvement of something 

· "to free from difficulties or obstacles" 

· "to make easy or easier" 
Why Facilitate Online Interactions?

Online group interactions do not always "happen" spontaneously. They require care and nurturing: facilitation. The core of facilitation is to serve the group and assist it in reaching its goals or purpose. Some describe this role as a gardener, a conductor, the distributed leadership of jazz improvisers, a teacher, or an innkeeper. It can be this and more.

Levitt, Popkin and Hatch, in their article "Building Online Communities for High Profile Internet Sites" wrote, 

"Communities are organic in nature and site owners can't make them successful or force them to grow. As site owner can only provide the fertile ground on which a community may grow, and then provide some gentle guidance to help the group thrive. Much of the challenge in fostering an online community is social, rather than technical."

What Is Online Facilitation?

Facilitation is a balance between functions that enhance the environment and content, create openness and opportunity, and functions that protect the members from harassment. It involves the sacred rituals around freedom of individual expression while preserving something of "the common good." It is juggling, tight-rope walking, often without a net. The distance to the hard cold ground varies with the community or group goals. The clearer the purpose (see http://www.fullcirc.com/community/communitypurpose.htm), the easier it is to craft the facilitation approach. Purpose provides participants and facilitators expectations upon which they can base their actions.

Facilitators create engagement, foster member interaction, provide stimulating material for conversations, keep the space cleaned up and help hold the members accountable to the stated community guidelines, rules or norms. They pass on community history and rituals. They "hold the space" for the members. Perhaps more importantly, facilitators often help community members do these things for themselves. Without someone taking on these responsibilities, it is easy for an online space to get sidetracked, disrupted or simply abandoned.

Who is the Facilitator?

The online facilitator can be the convenor, online community owner, or someone designated by the sponsoring organization. The role may evolve within a group. Small groups may have just one, while large online spaces with many spaces and topics may use teams. In the past, many facilitators in public online communities have been unpaid volunteers in the social communities, where facilitators in online work groups often draw from within the team. In online learning, the facilitator is often the instructor.

Online facilitators' most important qualifications are as a skilled group facilitator and genuine, authentic communicator. In a text environment, that means people at ease reading and writing with care and clarity. For more on facilitator qualities, see http://www.fullcirc.com/community/facilitatorqualities.htm .

What Specifically do Online Facilitators Do?

Facilitators in offline situations have certain established roles providing leadership, focus, stimulation for group interaction, support, team building, refereeing, dealing with problems, timekeeping, responding to member feedback and group regulation. These are needed online, but there are also differences due to the primarily text-based nature of the environment. Communication has a few more challenges, plus there are the advantages and disadvantages of electronic tools. In addition, the needs vary by application. 

Facilitator approaches depend on the nature of the group or community. Some such as public conversational "salon type" communities, need a very low-key "host." Some need very clear and rapid responses, or distinct leadership qualities such as distributed teams. Others need facilitators to help raise the overall skill level of the community to facilitate itself such as in communities of practice (CoPs). Here are some examples along with links to related resources:

Facilitating Public Online Communities

To get a sense of some of the variety of host roles for online or “virtual communities”, you may wish to read first hand from the article, Hosts on Hosting (http://www.fullcirc.com/community/hostsonhosts.htm) which provides stories from people who have hosted public online interaction spaces and communities, the most well-studied type of online facilitation. 

As you consider your role compared to theirs, you will probably find that you are doing a combination job, utilizing skills from all areas. And it varies over time as a community matures and members start to take on various roles. People have created many metaphors to describe the role of online facilitator that help us visualize the roles. Here are some examples along with links to resources:

The Social Host - The social host or "host as innkeeper" is the most well-known online facilitation model originating out of long time discussion communities like The Well, Electric Minds and Salon's Table Talk. This is the most familiar role, but is not the ONLY role. As a dinner host brings together the elements of a successful party, a social host helps create an environment where the members feel comfortable to participate. Part conversationalist, part counselor, part role model and sometimes even part bouncer. They are also usually part of the conversation.

Applications include: 

· social, conversational communities 

· helping entrants feel "at home" and acclimated in work groups and communities of practice 

· customer service


Key skills include: 

· greeter 

· social skills 

· conversation stimulator (content, style, process) 

· sometimes utilizes a persona or a "character." 

· conflict resolution (particularly in open, public online communities) 


Links to articles on this style of hosting, as well as some hosts on hosting who play the role with panache. 

· http://www.sfgate.com/~tex/innkeeping 

· http://www.rheingold.com/texts/artonlinehost.html 

· The Well's Host Manual (with particular attention to chapters 1, 2 and 5 http://www.well.com/confteam/hostmanual/ 

Facilitating Communities of Practice

The Community of Practice (CoP) Facilitator (or Coordinator?) - CoPs share and build knowledge around a practice. Part of this process is being a group - having identity and reputation, being able to have agreements and some sense of accountability to the group. Facilitating CoPs online can focus on some of these "sociability" and relationship issues as well as knowledge exchange/building. This includes helping members get to know each other, articulating and making visible agreements, and watching/nurturing group dynamics. It may also include a keen sense of "cybrarianship" -- keeping information organized and available as it is surfaced by the group. Skills include group facilitation and a working knowledge of CoPs. 

Applications include: 

· Internal formal and informal CoPs 

· Cross organizational CoPs 

· Formal and informal learning communities. 


Key skills include: 

· Group facilitation skills 

· Cybrarianship 

· Passion for community 

· Ability to teach other facilitation skills within the community 


Links to articles 

· Tips for Learning Expeditions and CoPs - Lisa Kimball http://home.earthlink.net/~ahasteve/copshortcuts.html
·  A Case of Distance Collaboration in a CoP - George Por - http://www.co-i-l.com/coil/knowledge-garden/vc/vcopcase.shtml 

· 
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Building Online Communities of Practice - David R. Millen, Michael J Muller, John F. Patterson http://ecscw2001.gmd.de/T_OnlineCommunities.html
· Communities of Practice in the Distributed International Environment - Paul Hildreth and Chris Kimble http://www.cs.york.ac.uk/mis/docs/kingsmanor3b.pdf



Facilitating Online Learning

"In time of drastic change, it is the learners who inherit the future. Those who have finished learning find themselves equipped to live in a world that no longer exists."  Eric Hoffer

Online or “e-learning” is the second fastest growing segment in online interaction (online meetings is the first.) Educational institutions along with business and civic organizations are looking for “faster, better, cheaper” ways to help their constituents learn. So they are moving online. From a facilitation standpoint, there are two key areas for focus: 1) the move from “sage on the stage” to “guide on the side” which emphasizes learner-led, experiential learning and 2) the shift in emphasis from “pushing content” to “interaction” and learning in conversational settings. 

Without editorializing on the “faster, better, cheaper” goals, here are some things to consider!

Applications include: 

· Academic offerings/”classes” 

· Formal sequenced training 

· As needed or “just in time” training 


Key skills include: 

· Subject matter expertise 

· Training expertise

· Facilitation  

· Cybrarianship /Linking people to relevant content and contacts 


Links to articles :

· Gilly Salmon’s Emoderating site, http://oubs.open.ac.uk/e-moderating/online-training.htm

· Elearning Centre http://www.e-learningcentre.co.uk/eclipse/default.htm

· Wearing Four Pairs of Shoes: The Roles of E-Learning Facilitators 
By Ed Hootstein http://www.learningcircuits.org/2002/oct2002/elearn.html
· Advice & guidelines about networked learning from Lancaster University, http://csalt.lancs.ac.uk/jisc/advice.htm
· Facilitating Learning Communities http://www.scu.edu.au/services/tl/ilo/com_matr.html
Facilitating Distributed Teams

The Project Manager - In groups with a strong task, work orientation or subject focus, the project manager pays attention to adherence to focus, timelines, task lists, commitments and process. This can be a leadership and/or support role. This can be aided by the use of static web pages to organize information, the combined use of linear and threaded conferencing space, and the regular use of summaries and reviews. Skills include traditional project management and organizing.

Applications include: 

· Virtual work groups and teams 

· Online events (especially time-delimited) 


Key skills include: 

· traditional project management skills 

· writing and summarization skills 

· technical skills such as HTML to create information and summaries with visual impact 

· ability to abstract information and process it for the group 


Links to articles 

· Interview With Sue Thomas (http://www.fullcirc.com/community/suethomas.htm) 

· Case Study: the IBM/Electric Minds' 'Kasparov vs.. Deep Blue'  (http://www.fullcirc.com/community/figalloibm.htm)

· Developing the Team's Communication Strategy by Lisa Kimball (http://www.groupjazz.com/pdf/matrix.pdf)

Facilitating Online Events and Meetings

Since the September 11th attacks on the US’s World Trade Center, more companies and organizations have moved towards using online events and meetings as an alternative to costly and time-consuming travel. The most valuable key word on the Internet in October 2002 according to Jim Cashel at ForumOne Communications was “online conferencing.” Companies such as Placeware and WebX offer synchronous meeting platforms for 2 to 2000. The technology may be said to be ahead of our ability to create an engaging synchronous online experience. Facilitating an online meeting can be a daunting task.

Applications include: 

· Planned (with agenda) Online meetings  

· Online events (especially time-delimited) 

· Spontaneous meetings (chat, instant messaging)


Key skills include: 

· Meeting management 

· Ability to juggle technology and facilitation side-by-side

·  Ability to synthesize diverse inputs for a seamless response

· Content matter expertise


Links to articles 

· Jennifer Hofmans InSynch Training site http://www.insynctraining.com./pages/articles.html
Other Related Roles
Some facilitative roles arise in a variety of situations. Some might not even be thought of as facilitation in the strictest sense, but impact the online group experience. 

The Cybrarian - Cybrarians represent the gift of knowledge and information. They are "topical" experts. Cybrarians help members find information internally and externally of the community. They organize information and make it accessible. They may harvest and summarize information and knowledge generated by the group. They stimulate interaction with the introduction of or pointer to new and relevant information. 

Applications include: 

· Virtual workgroups and teams 

· Topic-oriented conversation communities 

· Help desks 

· Distance learning settings 


Key skills include: 

· web-savvy research 

· strong organizational bent 

· librarian or information specialist skills

· love of learning and information 

The Help Desk - In online interaction spaces where there is an ongoing influx of new members, there is often repeated need for simple help pointers on using the software or understanding the community purpose and guidelines.

Applications include: 

· E-Commerce and service organizations 

· Larger communities where new folks need help with the software 


Key skills include: 

· technical understanding 

· patience 

· clear communication skills 

The Referee - Good cop or bad cop, this is the role of bringing attention to and/or enforcing community norms, rules and procedures. Referees help the community regulate, protect members and deal with problems. For example, if a community has a policy of no posting of advertising, the host has the job of deleting offending posts and asking the poster to refrain from posting ads. The clearer the rules, the easier the job. Likewise, where there are no clear rules, this job is often perceived as authoritarian and arbitrary. Referees are often not "regular members" who are "just part of the conversation," but a role apart. These tend to be employees of online community sites and have rather small facilitative impact on a group.

Applications include: 

· social, conversational communities 

· topic oriented discussion groups 

· customer service 

· workgroups


Key skills include: 

· thick skin and a slow fuse 

· Internet experience 

· familiarity with common nettiquette 


Links to articles. 

· Netiquette Basics! (http://www.learnthenet.com/english/html/09netiqt.htm)

The Janitor - It can get messy in cyberspace, as we leave our words in conferences and topics. The Janitor tidies up forgotten topics by freezing and archiving, redirects activity if it is in the wrong area, and generally tidies up. 

Applications include: 

· any community with multiple spaces 

· high volume spaces 


Key skills include: 

· familiarity with software 

· attention to detail 

Co-Facilitating

In some online interaction spaces there are co- facilitators. This can be very helpful in busy or large spaces where one person cannot cover all the territory. It allows the work to be spread out when volunteers are used. Co-facilitating can also provide training opportunities, pairing an experienced host with a new host.

Some key issues for co-facilitation include:

· Shared preparation

· Shared assumptions and surfacing of mental models

· Agreements on acting together/alone

· Timing issues (if facilitating from or across diverse time zones)

· Debriefing processes

Facilitators as Role Models

Facilitators are the most emulated members of a group -- no matter if they are modeling positive or negative behaviors. They are often the first members to be challenged. Integrity, patience, a good sense of humor and a love of other people will be valued in any host. And as virtual communitarian Howard Rheingold so aptly wrote, "One point of heart is worth ten points of intellect."

Sometimes the facilitator is also a "member" of the group. Keep in mind when playing multiple roles in a community that people may not know what role you are "playing" at any one time and react in ways you might not anticipate. Facilitators might see themselves as also "just members" of the community. Members may not. This distinction becomes critical when there is cause for intervention or problem solving. No longer will you be perceived as "just a member." And in some cases, you will never again be considered in that role. You are most often held to a higher standard. 

Developing Group Self Facilitation Capacity

Do all groups need facilitators? Can we afford the resources to support every online group with a facilitator? Probably not is the answer to both questions. Building a group’s capacity to facilitate itself is an important role. If you look at our offline world, we don’t always value facilitation so many people are not equipped for the role. But as we move more processes online, this skill will be in greater demand. Lets help nurture it!

Learning Online Facilitation

Most people get their training "on the job." But you can do more to prepare. First, assess your facilitator qualities. Check out the list at http://www.fullcirc.com/community/facilitatorqualities.htm and consider your self-awareness by checking out the article on Facilitator Self-Awareness at http://www.fullcirc.com/community/selfawareness.htm.

There are web sites and courses to inspire and guide you. Check out Full Circle Associates Online Community Resources. Participate in an existing community and seek out experienced facilitators to observe. Many are generous with ideas and can be mentors. The Electric Minds community used to provide members a chance to co-host, to get support as hosts with a topic devoted to hosting, and established a mentor system for new users to the system. This range of support allowed the community to "grow their own" hosts and provide some backup for existing hosts. Non-profits are often looking for help with their online communities. For more ideas, see "So You Want to Be an Online Facilitator" at http:/www.fullcirc.com/community/beafacilitator.htm.

You can also participate in forums and email lists like OnlineFacilitation (http://groups.yahoo.com/group/onlinefacilitation) created for online hosts and facilitators. Similar forums exist on other community building systems. 

Links to Other Online Facilitation Resources

· The Art of Hosting Good Conversations Online - Howard Rheingold - the quintessential guidance for conversations centered spaces (http://www.rheingold.com/texts/artonlinehost.html) 

· Gail William's Online Community Building Concepts - "almost proverbs" (http://www.well.com/user/gail/community.tips.html) 

· Hosting Online Conferences (http://tcfreenet.org/help/confdoc/hosting.html) 

· Lisa Kimball - Virtual Team Resources (http://www.groupjazz.com/html/gj-papers.html) 
· The WELL Hosts' Manual  (http://www.well.com/confteam/hostmanual/)

· Forum One Guide to the Web-based Discussion Forum Sector - excellent site to explore who is doing what with online communities (http://www.forumone.com/)

· The Moderator's HomePage (http://www.emoderators.com/moderators.shtml) 

· Online Community Resources from Full Circle Associates (http://www.fullcirc.com/community/communitymanual.htm)
Frameworks and Processes
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We present four frameworks for online facilitation as a way to organize this workshop. However, in practice this is more like a web of interconnected processes within the frameworks. 

The four frameworks are: 

1. Understanding of group facilitation as it occurs face to face and online. They use group facilitation skills to enable the group to meet it's goals.

2. Facilitation clearly grounded in the group's purpose. 

3. Knowledgeable about the group and it's needs gained through assessment 

4. Knowledgeable about design and ideally involved in the conceptualization, design and implementation of the online space to ensure that group member needs are accounted for. 

Once the framework is set, online facilitators are prepared with tools and processes. Here are 9 loosely grouped processes: 

· Entry and engagement processes which help members become active participants 

· Supporting sociability, relationship and trust building 

· Constructing, adapting and modeling norms, agreements and accountability 

· Support conversation, discussion and dialog (foster communication) 

· Support divergent, convergent and task-oriented group processes (help get work done) 

· Anticipate and work with conflict and abrasion to both allow emergence of new ideas and protect people from harassment 

· Work with full understanding of diversity in learning style, culture and personal styles 

· Understand and make visible group participation cycles and "rituals" in the online environment. 

· Summarize, harvest, weave and support appropriate content and connections 

In addition, online facilitators are often called upon to be a technology "help desk" and to keep the online space neat a tidy. 

Framework #1 - Group Facilitation In-Person and Online

Facilitating online interaction is, in essence, group facilitation online. How does environment influence the facilitation? This is the theoretical discussion that sets the stage for all subsequent facilitation processes. 

Let's start with a basic definition of group facilitation.

Roger Schwarz in his book, The Skilled Facilitator defines in the context of work groups this way. 

"Group facilitation is a process in which a person who is acceptable to all members of the group, substantively neutral, and has no decision-making authority intervenes to help a group improve the way it identifies and solves problems and makes decisions, in order to increase the group's effectiveness." He adds, "...to maintain the group's autonomy and to develop its long-term effectiveness, the facilitator's interventions should decrease the group's dependence on the facilitator... The facilitator's role is to help the group improve its process in a manner consistent with valid information, free and informed choice, and internal commitment to the choices." 

(For more about Schwarz's approach, see his web site at http://www.schwarzassociates.com/sfa.htm. (For information on his book check http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1555426387/fullcircleassoci/). 

Facilitating online interaction often extends beyond work groups to learning groups, social groups and any other type of group one could imagine. The facilitator may not always be someone who is "acceptable to all members of the group," nor neutral and with no decision making ability. But Schwarz's definition gives us a starting place. It has been particularly helpful to me because it is based on a set of underlying values which look to help a group meet its goals and strengthen it's ability. He writes more about core values and offers these:

Schwarz’s Core Values That Guide Facilitation

	PRIVATE
Core Value
	Description

	Valid Information
	· People share all relevant information. 

· People share information in a way that others can understand. 

· People share information in a way that others can independently validate. 

· People continually seek new information to determine whether previous decisions should be changed.

	Free and informed choice
	· People define their own objectives and methods for achieving them. 

· People are not coerced or manipulated. 

· People base their choices on valid information.

	Internal commitment to the choice
	· People feel personally responsible for their decisions. 

· People find their choices intrinsically compelling or satisfying.


From Schwarz, p 9. His source: Adapted from the work of Chris Argyris and Don Schön (Argyris, 1970, Argyris & Schön, 1974).

There are other values you can add, and other frameworks to start with, but let's use this as our take off point as we explore facilitation of online interaction.

There are a wide range of styles and techniques for offline facilitation. In that sense, it resembles online facilitation as the facilitator must take into consideration the distinctive needs of each group and task, and then apply the appropriate facilitation strategies.

Online facilitation does have some unique differences because of the electronically mediated environment that require both different applications of "offline" facilitation techniques along with some additional unique approaches. Here are some things to consider:

· No Physical Cues:
For the most part we lack the physical communications cues we depend on heavily in face-to-face communication, for both conscious and unconscious responses. This includes nodding, seeing a listener's facial or body expression change and other body language which provides a range of feedback to the speaker as to how she/he is being understood. This limitation requires more explicit writing/reading to ensure communication is complete (listener/sender clear on intent). In addition, we lack voice tone. Think about the different interpretation if someone says the following line in dead serious tone, or mockingly. "My sister is a real pro." This is especially an issue when people used to sarcastic forms of communication go online. Sarcasm is hard to successfully carry off without tone. 
· Asynchronous:
Much of online interactions are asynchronous. The delay between interactions can create differences in response. This can be positive (people think/consider more before responding) or let emotions build up (why didn't they respond??) Those who go online more frequently may appear to "hog" the space than those who log on less, or are more inclined to read rather than post. Additionally, participants in online interaction space talk about a different sense of time or flow online which varies with group dynamics and tool (i.e. synchronous or asynchronous) 
· Anonymous/Disembodied:
Many online interactions are explicitly or implicitly anonymous. We participate in some places under an assumed name (pseud), or, simply due to lack of physical cues and proximity, (being invisible) participate with less inhibitions and norms that we would otherwise apply in offline interactions. It is not unusual to have someone behave outside his or her normal social "norms" online because of disembodiment. In non-anonymous situations, there is another interesting overlay of how status or rank is or isn't revealed and how that affects the interaction dynamics. This is particularly an issue in work situations when management does or does not participate, and HOW they participate. 
· Text Based:
At this juncture, most of the online interactions are text based which puts less agile writers and those with a strong visual thinking propensity at a disadvantage. Graphics, sound and other multimedia will become a stronger part of online interaction as bandwidth increases and tools improve (applying graphic facilitation techniques and incorporation of multimedia components), but right now this is a significant bit of inequality. Putting people at ease with their writing can be a key facilitation skill. The flip side is the more you participate in online groups, the easier writing becomes! 

One more thing: text based often means having a permanent record. This makes it easy to reread to gain further understanding, or rake up old grudges going word for word with ancient posts. It can be used many ways. And it affects each of us -- know these words persist -- in different ways! 

Sidebar: Busting the Myth of Non-Verbal Communications

People often reference research they have “heard about” that suggests our communication is 7% verbal, 28% vocal and 55% visual. This is not a correct interpretation of the original research. But these percentages have become so widely quoted, they are often accepted as fact. One of my students, Nick Noakes, offered the following explanation:

The original research studies that spawned the oft-quoted percentages were done by Albert Mehrabian and co-researchers back in 1967 (see Mehrabian's website at http://www.kaaj.com/psych/ ). It is perhaps one of the most widely mis-quoted pieces of research in the field of communication. Mehrabian himself has criticized the way it gets misused (particularly in communication related 'how to' books). 

The research focused on a situation where a message has internal conflicts (sends mixed/ambiguous/uncertain messages) in terms of meaning. In addition to this specific research focus, the original stats were in fact coefficients of .07, .38 and .55 and not percentages. 37 people were involved in the study and the method involved interpreting the same message in three separate forms (written text, audio and film) with each person only 'seeing' one communication channel. It was one word "maybe" and not an authentic text (no context). So specificity of focus, inability to generalize from such a small data set, the method itself are all criticisms.   

An article which may be worth a read and that touches on (critiques slightly) the Meharabian & co research and also looks at this issue in relation to online communication can be found at http://clearinghouse.mwsc.edu/manuscripts/upload/60-1.pdf   The title is "Online First Impressions: The Role of Verbal, Vocal and Visual Factors On First Impressions" by Susan J. Ball at Missouri Western State College.  

Sidebar: Facilitator Ethics

Online facilitation is a fairly young field and there has been little written about the ethics involved. It is important to raise this issue because a facilitator has both ethical and often legal responsibilities when working with a group. The International Association of Facilitators recently developed a code of ethics which might serve as a springboard for online facilitators. You can find a copy of it on their website. http://www.iaf-world.org/iafethicsTT.htm
Some additional elements for online facilitators might include:

· The legal ramifications of written records created by online interactions

· The crossing of international boundaries of online interactions (jurisdiction) 

· The diverse value systems of participants in global interactions

Your Thoughts?

· What similarities and differences do you perceive between offline and on?

· What can we learn from each setting and how can we, when opportunities arise, blend the two?

Framework #2 – Scope,  Purpose and Intent

"The great and glorious masterpiece of man
 is to know how to live to purpose." 

                                                -- Montaigne 

Why interact online? Are there alternatives? What do you want to accomplish with your online interaction space? Is it motivating or important enough so that people will overcome time and technical barriers to participate? How will participating in the space benefit them? How have these participants participated in determining purpose and goals? How do you know when you have succeeded?

These are some of the questions to ask before you create your online interaction space. By having a clear purpose that makes sense to you, the space owner, and the members, you can give yourself a head start in designing and running a successful online interaction space or community. 

The purpose of your interaction space helps you decide both its structure (what tools to use, how to apply them), and what resources (time, information, and expertise) you will need to support and facilitate it. It helps define the boundaries and scope of your work. To help you articulate and clarify your purpose, you may wish to use the "Purpose Checklist" found in the appendix of this workbook. 

Purpose helps you articulate your community "backstory" (how it came to be, sometimes a "creation myth!") which helps attract and draw members in. It sustains interaction. Without purpose, you will have an online ghost town. 

Most online interaction spaces have at a general level some common focus around discussions, tasks or connections between members. Some have a much more specific focus. These different purposes require different tools, facilitation and online interaction space design. Online interaction spaces and communities have been successfully set up to meet purposes such as:

· "Gathering" places where people converse, meet, get to know each other. Examples range from small spaces for families to large spaces for a wider public. 

· Discussing topics such as books, current events, news, global warming, chocolate. 

· Socializing - informal connection places. 

· Planning and organizing (community groups, scout groups, sports teams) 

· Teambuilding - strengthening group relationships. 

· Supporting distributed communities of practice (CoPs)

· Relationship building - finding interesting people and getting to know them. 

· Work spaces for group meetings, interactions etc. 

· Learning spaces (all online or in combination with face-to-face learning, group or individual) 

· Information sharing- a place to share files and ideas. 

· Game playing - just having fun!

Here are some other general examples that help elicit why purpose drives design and facilitation. As you consider them, think about what facilitation needs they each have. Are they similar? Different? How?

· Information Sharing: An individual plans to run a private space for a group of twenty craftspeople working at home in "cottage" businesses spread across 10 geographically remote locations. The goal is to slowly build an information base on these crafts by craftspeople FOR the craftspeople. He polled his group and they decided they want to eventually share digital pictures of the things they make, designs, and other graphic elements as well as trade tips and encouragement. They feel this will be the first step to developing a crafts marketplace domestically and internationally. Because most of the group is new to computers, it must be easy for the non-technical members to upload images for viewing and discussion. The linear discussion focuses on how the crafts are made with tips and Q&A in a separate threaded area. Facilitation needs beyond group formation are minimal as the group is dealing with a very specific, transparent topic. Topic structure is driven by the content and less on social interactions, which grow out of the topic. More important facilitation tasks may be helping people use the software, tidying up the space and encouraging new folks to participate. 

· Virtual Teaming: A group of researchers is remotely coordinating a project. They want to use the Internet to post timelines, task lists, drafts of project materials, schedule chat interviews with experts in remote locations, discuss the project as it evolves (project management) and get to know each other for teambuilding and trust building. This private, medium-term group needs shared email (some people have a harder time having full web access), a web-based discussion space, a chat feature that allows members to save and post transcripts, and static web page space. Facilitation needs include group formation, encouraging interaction, helping manage information flow, coordination, problem solving and project management. The focus is on accomplishing a task. 

· Community of Practice: A group of rural HIV/AIDS educators working for a variety of non governmental organizations seeks to stay in touch with each other for information sharing and support. They work in isolation, often offline for days and weeks. When they get back to their home bases, they look forward to logging on and sharing experiences, trading the latest translated materials, supporting through tough times and celebrating success. Prior to their online group, many of these health educators had no one to learn with for months and even years at a time. Their medium is a simple email list with a web-based archive where they can also upload shared materials. Facilitation needs include group formation, encouraging interaction, and information organization/management. The focus is on a self-managing, voluntary group.

· Exploring Ideas: A space is formed for a book study group of 25 members sponsored by a local university for non-traditional learners (people who aren't in school anymore). The members need a calendar, a discussion space and the ability to archive discussions for future reference. They open a space in a free online community provider. They rotate facilitation book by book, with a pre-defined set of expectations for the facilitator. Another member creates and posts summaries on a free static web page for future reference. A small subcommittee works on future book selections and recommendations. They are considering expanding to allow simultaneous groups in the future, but worry about a decline in quality and participation. There are both group process and work process facilitation needs. Some members are concerned that not all facilitation will be taken care of in a volunteer set up. 

· Teaching: A professor plans to lead a combination offline and online seminar on the ethics of the Internet. She has gathered a large amount of source material, structured readings and assignments for her students. She wants to engage them over the Internet as another way of examining ethical ramifications and has open an online discussion space. Here she articulates participation expectations (as this is for credit), encourages interaction, facilitates for those less comfortable in a text environment and evaluates participation as part of the students' grades. She needs participation tracking tools and strong expectation management. She would also like to take advantage of the presentation features of some distance learning tools to provide the didactic part of the course. She has enlisted a graduate student to help her facilitate subgroups. She has decided, however, as an experiment, to do all her "office hours" online rather than face to face. Her progress is being watched by her department to determine if they want to delve deeper in online tools for local and distance learning. 

· Online Community: A major web site has decided to open a conversation or social online interaction space focused on folk music and art and how communities can use the arts to improve their communities. They expect to attract a very broad and diverse audience. They need the ability to organize their online interaction space so that people can navigate to very different areas; conferences which can hold a wealth of topics; chat; email; and web pages. They need extensive hosting tools and community guidelines. Can members start their own topics? Can people who break online interaction space guidelines be banned? Can the host track participation information? How will facilitators deal with conflict? How will they ignite interest in topics or identify new topic needs of the participants? These become central issues because of the purpose and the potential size of the online interaction space. 


Now that you've seen a few very simplified examples, think about the work you do. 

· How would you define your purpose? 

· How will you/do you use online interaction to achieve that purpose. 

· How does your purpose affect your facilitation approaches? 

Framework #3 - Assessment

You have identified your purpose. You have a grasp on the essentials of facilitation. Now what? How do you design your online environment? How do you match your facilitation strategies and purpose with the needs of your target audience? What limitations might you encounter? You need information! You need to PRE-ASSESS your audience! 

I have to believe that the Boy Scout motto "Be Prepared" was coined by a person who understood the value of assessment. In online interaction, as in any communications and group activity, assessment helps you be prepared and do the best you possibly can. 

What to Assess?

Technological Issues
The Purpose Checklist (Appendix A) gives us some thing to assess related to target audience, technology and organizational issues. Those are pretty straightforward. For example, if you have users with slow, dial up connections to the Internet, you want a platform that is fast loading (minimal graphics, etc). If you are going to have a huge number of participants, you need a tool that can handle volume. I've developed a checklist for online events that includes a technical assessment section. (http://www.fullcirc.com/community/desingingonlineevents.htm).

A second level of technology assessment has to do with participant's level of experience with Internet tools and online interaction. How much you need to know depends on how much you need to count on their participation. If it is an essential work team that requires 100% participation, it is worth taking the time to find out if they know how to use a browser, for example. 

Learning Styles
We ask people who take our online workshops to take a short style assessment on their learning styles. First, we do it so learners can experience an online assessment tool (it's advantages and limitations) and how it can increase our own self-awareness. Second, it is a way to share information about ourselves and that helps others get a sense of our style and "where we are coming from." Third, it helps us as instructors to facilitate the class. For example, if we have a number of sequential vs. global learners, we know we need to unfold class content sequentially rather than putting a lot out at once. With visual learners, we will include more visual elements. If an aural learner appears to be struggling, we'll pick up the phone can talk with them. 

What implications does that have for your group? What if you had a homogeneous group of very linear thinkers (perhaps a certain profession which is dominated by this style), kinesthetic learners or a very diverse group? 

Language and National Culture
If you were preparing an online interaction for people who were using English as a second language, you might make some particular choices. If you were working with people who were not fluent writers, you might decide not to use an online text-based environment at all. What about working with cultural groups where it is not appropriate to question leadership or where group processes take precedence over individual activity? It all can influence design of both the space and processes. There are a variety of cultural inventory tools that can be used in this area. 

Preliminary research is showing that there are both pros and cons to online intercultural teamwork. The strongest thread if information suggests that we need to spend more time up front surfacing implicit issues, but that the medium also offers a bridge that can offer greater "voice" to more participants if well structured.

Organizational Culture
When working within organizations and existing groups, you need to get a pulse on their organizational culture, norms and agreements. What is expected of leadership? Is their presence critical to getting others to participate? Or is it a barrier (a la "big brother")? Are there participation requirements or are things voluntary? For work teams, you need to assess if there is participant buy-in to the purpose (or better yet, participation in the articulation of the purpose). Has someone identified WIFM (What's In It For Me)?

There is not much research data that correlates these different style/preference data with online design and facilitation, but we operate with some intuitive responses and anecdotal experience. And the more aware we are of the issues, the more we can learn and shape our approaches to better serve both individuals and groups.

Time
The single most visible barrier to success in online interaction is lack of time. Take this workshop as an example. Do you see value? Hopefully. But you have the advantage of being here together, without distraction. Online attention is harder to capture and hold. Can your participants control their calendars to allow enough time for participation? Maybe not. There is an unrelenting assumption that just because something is electronically mediated it is automatically faster. That is not often true. How much time do your participants have to be involved? What frequency and duration?

Ourselves
Then there are our selves. Are we aware of our styles and how they influence our design and facilitation choices? It is ok to have a style, but it is not ok to impose it with no forethought on the groups we facilitate. And often we must work outside of our "comfort zones." So think about what you like in Mihaela and my styles. Think about what you would do differently. Then ask yourself "why?" Check out your skills and qualities against the Facilitator Qualities Checklist (http://www.fullcirc.com/community/facilitatorqualities.htm). Keep that self-awareness high. We often use learning logs in our online interaction work that holds the mirror up to ourselves and captures our reflections. They allow us to see how we see some things alike as our fellow participants, and some things differently. 

Questions for Reflection

· As you think about the groups you are or will facilitate online, what do you know about them? 

· How can you assess both their technological and "intangible" situations to inform your work? 

· How are you assessing yourself?

Pre-assessment is the part we do up front. But there is also on-going assessment and evaluation.

Additional Assessment Resources

· This Georgia Tech website has assembled a range of action research assessment tools http://mime1.marc.gatech.edu/MM_Tools/analysis.html 

· Full Circle Associates Online Event Planning Assessment Article and Tool
http://www.fullcirc.com/community/desingingonlineevents.htm
http://www.fullcirc.com/community/onlineeventplanner.htm
· Facilitator Self Assessment Quiz, Selkirk College 
http://www.selkirk.bc.ca/programs/distaned/fac_self.htm
· Assessing Your Collaboration: A Self-Evaluation Tool, Lynne M. Borden 
http://www.joe.org/joe/1999april/tt1.html
· Implicit Attitude Assessment Tools (age, gender, race, professional), Yale
http://buster.cs.yale.edu/implicit/measure3.html
· Trompenaars Hampden-Turner Global Assessment tool, And Cultural profile
http://www.7d-culture.com/index41.htm
http://www.7d-culture.com/index51.htm
· Personal Style Assessment Tools (links to various tools)
http://www.jobweb.com/catapult/assess.htm
· Assessment Tools for Online Educators
http://www.edb.utexas.edu/academy/planning.html
· Tools for Assessing Education Outcomes Online (slightly different, but very interesting site)
http://www.vetonline.vic.edu.au/pd/assessment/letsdoit/tools.htm
· More Assessment Links
http://www.fullcirc.com/community/assessmentlinks.htm
Framework #4 - Design

"Space is the opportunity; 
place is the understood reality". 

             ----  Harrison and Dourish. Re-Place-ing Space: The Roles of Place and Space in Collaborative Systems. In Proceedings of Computer Supported Cooperative Work (CSCW '96). November 16-20, 1996. Cambridge, MA USA.

Although this workshop is not about online interaction software, we must know how to deploy and use the tools to help groups meet their purpose and goals. Design of online interaction spaces is a critical part of an online facilitator’s role, even if they are not the primary designer.  As part of this, even the most technologically shy online facilitators must learn to love their "instruments" as a violinist loves her violin!

In this topic we'll do an overview of some key design considerations such as metaphors and mental maps, and space segmentation. You can also take a simple "Tool Tour" (http://www.fullcirc.com/community/tooltour.htm) where you can learn more about the range of ever changing online interaction software if you are interested. It is important to have a basic understanding of the range of tools. Check out the links in the tool tour if you need a basic tool overview.

Space design is not a stand-alone issue. It goes hand in hand with purpose and assessment. What do you want to accomplish with your online interaction space? Who is your target audience? What are their needs? Once you have answered these questions, you are better able to determine the space design - and then - what tools will be needed. 

As designers, we keep the goal and audience in mind. Step back, wear a Participant hat and walk in their shoes, remembering that there are many different sizes and kinds of shoes. It is sometimes easy to make the mistake of choosing something that feels comfortable and fits our own feet. The other challenge is that most groups will present a diversity of experiences and needs which we may or may not be able to accommodate. 

The Use of Metaphors and Mental Maps

Metaphors call on our emotions and past experiences to help to set the tone of how we enter and interact in a space. They provide something "familiar" in an unfamiliar world - a sense of "place" as much as "space." We compare them with our existing "mental maps" (memories/experiences). As we embark on this relatively new venture of learning, working and communicating in virtual environments, there is a tendency to bridge the new with the old by replicating existing 'real life' structures to the online environment. This can be helpful to orient people in the seemingly no-boundaries cyber or 'virtual' space. 

Here in this space, we have chosen to set the atmosphere by creating named spaces with an associated icon and specific background color. "Places" where people enter to interact with each other and with information. This is why you see graphics with space names.

A word of caution. We need to be careful of what we choose to replicate from 'real life.' Some metaphors do not bridge across individuals' different cultures and experiences. They can run the risk of continuing practices that may no longer be useful.

Metaphors are useful when they evoke people's creativity and imagination and allow some room for individual interpretation of where they are and what are they doing there. For instance, would your feelings and expectations be the same if you entered a 'Classroom' instead of a 'Learning Circle'? 

Here is a relative quote from one of our course participants:

"I found that a distinct shift in my online thinking and work occurred when I stopped thinking about posting messages on a message board or on a discussion forum and started thinking and talking/writing about posting messages in message boards and discussion forums. I found that moving from a two-dimensional perspective of this space or place (to me relatively interchangeable... we take or make a place in a space) -- a la pinning a note to a ride board -- to a three-dimensional perspective -- a la stepping into a room or moving into an enveloping area -- drastically altered the mental model I had for what I was doing, where I was doing it, and how I was doing it. I was no longer posting a note, walking away, and returning to see if anyone had said, "Yeah, I'm going to Albany." I was stepping into a room, sitting down, seeing who was there, and joining a pre-existing conversation." 

This participant was able to make this mental shift by himself. How can we as facilitators help others make this shift in environments such as message boards? 

Space Segmentation and Boundaries

When we meet in F2F groups, we go to a "meeting room" or a "classroom." We take a break and go to the "cafeteria" and then resume in small group "breakout rooms." This is how we segment space to serve the needs of the group. Some spaces are open where everyone can enter and exit as they please. Others have closed doors and limited access - privacy gradients that help make people feel safe, or provide elements of control when appropriate. Certain functions have specifically designed rooms, such as the arts and crafts room where you can 'get messy.' Likewise online we can create spaces that serve specific purposes for the group and which help set the tone for how we participate. We are "serious" in work topics. We are more information in "play" spaces. Likewise we facilitate differently in each type of space. We might speak more freely in places that have some degree of privacy. Access lists create private spaces. Private spaces and public spaces can all be part of one set up. Just like offline.

In segmenting space, we also think about adjacency, or what is next to what. This is especially important if you are working with an online interaction space that is accommodating different groups. They each need their space, but how do you allow some shared spaces, or intersections. These intersections are often where the most interesting interactions occur. Sharing ideas, carrying information between groups. This is a powerful opportunity and we can design to help this happen. 

Multiple Methods of Navigation - The Power of Three

We've learned that we each have a very individual way of perceiving online space. Part of this is how we see and think about visual stimuli. Part of this relates to how busy we are, or how fast we are going through a site. Because of this, we've found that it is helpful to provide two to three ways to navigate a site - three seems to be a good balance of options and information overload. On our workshop web sites, you can:

· enter through the graphic entry of the front page (for those who prefer a visual map), 

· click on the "Table of Contents" to see a listing of everything on the site (for those who need to see "the whole thing" before they can work on the parts), 

· use the direct links on the left side of the screen ("nav bar" or navigation bar) or,

· navigate via any of the main conference "folders" (Learning Circle, Sandbox, etc.). 

Pattern Language

There are other ways of thinking about design. Here is another point of view Pattern language was developed by the architect Christopher Alexander from his observations of how humans interacted with their environment. (To read more about pattern language, see http://www.patternlanguage.com/ - it can be a bit difficult to wade through -- and http://hillside.net/patterns/patterns.html.) It is an interesting way to think about spaces and their segmentation. Online the technology allows us to create spaces that are separate, but proximate, which can be helpful in communities of practice. Here are some examples, courtesy of Heather Duggan formerly of Big Bang Workshops (now with http://www.webcrossing.com)

Mosaic of Subcultures 

"The homogeneous and undifferentiated character of modern cities kills all variety of life styles and arrests the growth of individual character. 

Compare three possible alternative ways in which people may be distributed throughout the city: 

1. In the heterogeneous city, people are mixed together, irrespective of their life style or culture. This seems rich. Actually it dampens all significant variety, arrests most of the possibilities for differentiation, and encourages conformity. It tends to reduce all life styles to a common denominator. What appears heterogeneous turns out to be homogenous and dull. 

2. In a city made up of ghettos, people have the support of the most basic and banal forms of differentiation--race or economic status. The ghettos are still homogenous internally, do not allow a significant variety of life styles to emerge. People in the ghetto are usually forced to live there, isolated from the rest of society, unable to evolve their way of life, and often intolerant of ways of life different from their own. 

3. In a city made of a large number of subcultures relatively small in size, each occupying an identifiable place and separated from other subcultures by a boundary of non-residential land, new ways of life can develop. People can choose the kinds of subculture they wish to live in, and can still experience many ways of life different from their own. Since each environment fosters mutual support and a strong sense of shared values, individuals can grow. . . 

Therefore: 

Do everything possible to enrich the cultures and subcultures of the city, by breaking the city, as far as possible, into a vast mosaic of small and different subcultures, each with its own distinct life style. Make sure that the subcultures are small enough, so that each person has access to the full variety of life styles in the subcultures near his own." 

Subculture Boundary (partial pattern)

"The mosaic of subcultures requires that hundreds of different cultures live, in their own way, at full intensity, next door to one another. But subcultures have their own ecology. They can only live at full intensity, unhampered by their neighbors, if they are physically separated by physical boundaries. 

. . . this mosaic will only come into being if the various subcultures are insulated from one another, at least enough so that no one of them can oppress, or subdue, the life style of its neighbors, nor, in return, feel oppressed or subdued. As we shall see, this requires that adjacent subcultures are separated . . . This argument hinges on the following fact. Wherever there is an area of homogeneous housing in a city, its inhabitants will exert strong pressure on the areas adjacent to it to make them conform to their values and styles. . . . This seems to happen whenever one subculture is very different in style from another one next to it. People will be afraid that the neighboring area is going to "encroach" on their own area, upset their land values, undermine their children, send the "nice" people away, and so forth, and they will do everything they can to make the next door area like their own. 

Therefore: 

Separate neighboring subcultures with a swath of land at least 200 feet wide. Let this boundary be natural--wilderness, farmland, water--or man-made--railroads, major roads, parks, schools, some housing. Along the seam between two subcultures, build meeting places, shared functions, touching each community."

Tom Erikson has written about pattern language both in terms of community design and in online spaces. Take a peek at this fabulous article. Lingua Franca. (http://www.pliant.org/personal/Tom_Erickson/LinguaFranca_DIS2000.html)

Additional Reading for Design

· Jenny Preece's book Online Communities: Designing Usability, Supporting Sociability (http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0471805998/fullcircleassoci)
offers a detailed, academically oriented book on design issues around online interaction. Takes you from A-Z.

· Amy Jo Kim's book, Community Building on the Web brings a design sensibility informed both by work groups and from the gaming community. (http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0201874849/fullcircleassoci)

Part Two - Processes

Once your frameworks are in place, the fun begins -- the actual facilitation. The following processes are groupings to help facilitators get a sense of the range of facilitation skills and approaches they might use online.

Process #1 - Entry and Engagement

[image: image4.jpg]Through the Looking Glass




My first online interaction experience was in what I call an "online conversation community" -- a place whose purpose was to provide stimulating conversation and discussions between a group of people who returned again and again to interact. I cut my teeth in Howard Rheingold's Electric Minds community in 1996 (which is still alive, morphed and now run by community members). I felt like Alice, through the looking glass and down the rabbit hole into an entire "other" world. It was a place that was abuzz with a combination of intellect, wit and connection that just floored me. I spent nearly three months, in awe, silent and not participating. It was a new world and I was not prepared for it. 

Once I assembled the needed courage and jumped into some of the conversations, I was swept into a world of people far beyond my geographic boundaries, exposed to ideas outside my daily experience. It was a transformative experience. 

As facilitators, there are a range of processes we can offer to help people over their first online interaction hurdle... or through this looking glass as Alice in Wonderland might say. Gilly Salmon, in her book "Emoderators" calls this phase "Access and Motivation." (See diagram at http://
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htm  ) We call it entry and engagement. In this conversation, we start with a few basics, then as a group we'll add our observations and suggestions. 

Each group and each instance will have it's own particular style and needs. Motivation makes a huge difference. Diversity, which in the long run adds to the power of a group, can present opportunities for hesitation and misunderstanding at the outset. 

Here are a few general facilitation techniques for entry and engagement. That said, this is MUCH easier said than done. And as more, diverse folks come online, the more complex the task. Think of diverse motivation, learning styles, culture, personality -- it is quite a mix, especially when the way we gauge these has often been through non-verbal cues. We are just learning how to do this online.

Preparation:

· Pre-Orientation - Before an online group starts, prepare them for the experience. Send out agendas, email reminders and orientation materials. Also know that some people will not read the materials you prepare and share. That is human nature! Sometimes making personal contact with each person in advance can be helpful/critical. 
· Share Expectations - Let people know what is expected of them. If they are expected to log in every other day, tell them. If they are expected to do more than read, make that clear. 

First Contact:

· Reciprocity- Ensure that all initial posts get a speedy response so people know they were seen/heard. Get the pattern going where other members of the group also respond and then you can pull back as appropriate. We saw this pattern in our "welcome" topic. 
· Private Messages - Sometimes private email messages of welcome and encouragement are appropriate. When new members enter an existing group, private messages can make them feel welcome without making "too big of a deal" and potentially embarrassing the new members or interrupting the ongoing flow of the group. 
· Online Presence Tools/Live Messages - Some platforms have integrated instant message tools (real time one-to-one messages sent online) and presence indicators to see who is online. When you see a new person online, they may be more inclined to post if they get an instant message from you -- maybe suggesting they introduce themselves or fill out their bio forms. 
· Safe Places for First Posts - Especially in professional and work groups, people don't want to look like they don't know what they are doing. Give people a place to post something fairly easy or fun. Welcome topics and games like Just Three Words in the Sandbox are examples. No one has to show how brilliant they are... you just want them to have a success first post and know they CAN post. Make it easy. 
· Find Out Why People Aren't Posting  - There is no way to know why someone is not posting unless you ask them. In groups where engagement is critical to the group's progress, this has to be addressed. If they are not participating as expected, email them and find out why. Is it technical? Are they off on vacation or sick leave? Did they misunderstand someone or are they afraid to post? Call, send an email and find out, then respond accordingly. Don't assume!! 

· Hold the Space - In most groups there is a range of participants, from the eager and technically capable early adopters, to the quieter and less-enamoured of technology. It is important to hold the space for the latter. A few eager voices can get a group going, but they can also make it hard for others to enter and be heard. 
· Nurture the Group - There is a challenge of creating initial connections and group in an online environment. We'll talk about this much more during the course of the work, but if group building is a goal of your online interaction, think about activities to support the process. We'll be having some synchronous chats and conference calls, as well as small group "breakouts" all of which are designed to create a sense of group. Pictures help define our group. (note we have a range of sensory experiences in that list!) 
· Repeat Important Messages - When people are trying to orient to a new environment and take in a lot of new information, much slips by them. Repeat important messages and highlight them. As an example we try and post key issues on the conference home page of online spaces we design.

Technology Troubleshooting/Help Desk

· Learn to Love the Technology - As facilitators, many of us did not expect to also be technology help desk attendants. But to help groups, we have to be comfortable with the technology and be able to communicate to users how to USE the tools. Practice with friends and colleagues. Keep a list of tips at your desk. 
· Have a Help Desk - If you are so lucky, have a help desk person or co-facilitator to help handle technical questions. Make this a process visible to the group, for when one person actually asks a question, many more may share the question or seek the answer. Build a FAQ (frequently asked questions) for ongoing groups so new members can learn from earlier entrants.

Process #2 - Sociability, Relationship and Trust

Online interaction implicitly requires a group. This isn't something we do alone! So how do new groups form online? How do established groups move to an online environment? How are individuals brought into the circle? What different contexts are needed to build the appropriate degree of trust and relationship for a group to achieve its purpose? What role does identity and reputation in a text-based world play in different types of groups such as work teams, learning groups or communities of practice? These are big, big questions with many of philosophical paths we can pursue. 

So what are the "big issues?"

· Group formation (looking at issues of the whole group), or 

· Group transitions from offline to online, 

· Building relationships (issues between individuals), 

· Establishing reputation, 

· Building and maintaining trust, and 

· Creating the atmosphere for these things to happen that makes sense to the Purpose.

Lets start with some data. Although this addresses virtual teams in the workspace, it does extend to apply to other online interactions as well. The following is excerpted from Trust in Virtual Teams in "Organization: Trust in virtual teams" from the HBR May/Jun 1998 by Diane L Coutu. (http://www.ascusc.org/jcmc/vol3/issue4/jarvenpaa.html)

New research shows that trust can and does exist in virtual teams, but it develops in a very different way than in traditional teams.

"Professor Sirkka L. Jarvenpaa of the University of Texas at Austin and Associate Professor Dorothy E. Leidner of INSEAD in Fontainebleu, France, .... spent six weeks studying 29 virtual teams operating globally and communicating strictly through E-mail. They found that trust can and does exist in virtual teams, but it develops in a very different way than in traditional teams."

"'What drives the evolution of trust in conventional settings is direct, face-to-face interaction-the kind of interaction that does not take place in virtual teams,' says Jarvenpaa. 'Instead of evolving slowly through stages, trust in virtual teams tends to be established-or not-right at the outset. The first interactions of the team members are crucial.'"

"In fact, the initial electronic messages appear to set the tone for how virtual-team members will interrelate throughout an entire project, the researchers found. In one team, the appointed leader('s) introductory message with a distrustful tone, implying that he was suspicious of other members' commitment to the team low morale and poor performance .... (throughout the project)."

Other barriers: " ... establishing a set of strict rules for the way members would work together. In effect...trying to impose deterrence-based trust on itself."

Other enablers: "The researchers found that the teams with the highest levels of trust tended to share three traits. 

5. First, they began their interactions with a series of social messages-introducing themselves and providing some personal background-before focusing on the work at hand. This initial period of electronic "courtship," as the researchers call it, appears to be particularly important in establishing knowledge-based trust. 

6. Second, they set clear roles for each team member. Assigning each member a particular task enabled all of them to identify with one another, forging a foundation for identification-based trust. 

7. The third hallmark of the trusting team had to do with attitude: team members consistently displayed eagerness, enthusiasm, and an intense action orientation in all their messages."

The keynote here is sociability. Offline we talk about the important interactions that happen in the halls, over meals and "at the water cooler" which allow us to build relationships and then exchange knowledge and information in an informal framework. We have to create the structures to support sociability. We can facilitate for group formation. And we can look at evaluation and feedback loops to see if we are succeeding. We'll take this in three parts. 
Part One - Structures to Support Sociability

First lets think about the places or spaces where this sociability begins. What "containers" support it? Then a bit later in Part Two of this topic, we will talk about some processes (Remember, I said this was a big topic!):

· Introductions spaces (See our first facilitation process). These can be very context specific or wide ranging (consider why you would choose across this range?) 
· Formal interaction spaces - Where we can share our knowledge, expertise and abilities. This goes to establishing professional credibility and is very important in designing online interactions for professionals. It is less important for social conversation spaces. (After seeing some of the wise posts in our first conversations, I know I am working with smart, experienced people. Is my assessment correct?) 
· Informal interaction spaces - Just Three Words game allows us to play and perhaps see different sides of each other that we might not get to know in a "serious" conversations. Those other facets allow us to be more aware of the person, rather than just the words or initial ideas. And when things get more difficult or there is disagreement, it is much easier to listen openly and "cut slack" when we can identify things in common with other people. (I.e. "You can't be all bad if you like dogs." Or "even though I disagree with your politics, we share some important values as we are both parents.") "Cafes" allow unstructured interaction that may stimulate different ways of thinking that a tightly focused, controlled topic may not. Variety serves a broader range of people. 
· Member Directories - Having spaces where people provide background is very important in online spaces. This provides useful information (contact, web pages, etc.), context (background) and an easy to find place for all this to "live." It gives a place to note those things that establish our reputation in our particular professions or groups. It identifies membership in other groups that may have relevance. These are all things that might come out over time in face-to-face (F2F) groups. We have to make them explicit online.


Part II Processes to Support Sociability

This one is nice and practical. What are the techniques and processes that support sociability, relationship and trust? Here are a few. We'll talk a little more specifically about group process in our Work Group topic next week:

· Make agreements explicit so people know what to expect and don't disappoint each other (We'll talk more about this in Process #3). 
· Recognize people who contribute, follow through and otherwise support the group's goals and purpose. We follow role models. Make sure they are visible. 
· Be a role model. Play fully. Be serious and on topic fully. Share information about ourselves as appropriate. Make it comfortable to be a whole person even if our focus is on a specific topic. 
· Draw connections. Observe potential connections between people and point them out. Tell Joe he might want to connect with Sarah as she has done similar research. Tell Roger that Clara is also a fan of Oolong tea. 
· Draw boundaries. If you are facilitating a work group and it has very serious goals, keep the work focused but encourage the sociability as needed in a separate space. In other cases, work and play may need know boundaries. This is a cultural and organizational issue. But if people know the boundaries, they respond accordingly.

· Use recognizable names or pseudonyms (for chat and such). If I have to establish that I'm trustworthy for doing work together, are you going to feel more comfortable knowing me as Nancy White or as choconancy? Use anonymity only as appropriate.

· Use group formation techniques - There are many great resources about facilitating group formation. Online groups don't have the same "visibility" they do online. People easily move to one-to-one interactions in what IS a group environment. Sometimes you need to draw them back to the group.

Part Three - Evaluation and Feedback to Monitor Sociability

John Smith, who co-teaches an online course on Communities of Practice with Etienne Wenger, shares a story of how one CoP leader measured the success of his group. He said "see who walks out together talking." Sometimes our evaluation and measurement is subtle. Sometimes we need to establish clear feedback mechanisms such as surveys and polls. The key issue is to be aware of the level of group formation and cohesiveness, of the level of relationship and sociability, of the status of trust and use that information to inform our facilitation of the group. 

Further Reading on Identity, Relationship and Trust

· Wisdom Questions from the folks at Awaken.com (http://www.awaken.com/AT/Awaken1.NSF/By+Title/Practicing+Our+Wisdom+Together+In+Cyberspace)

· Kollock on Design for Community, which brings in the design perspective for sociability. (http://www.sscnet.ucla.edu/soc/faculty/kollock/papers/communities_01.htm).

PROCESS #3 - Norms, Agreements, Rules and Policies

Online interaction spaces often have some sort of stated or implicit group norms, guidelines or "rules of the road." The types of norms or agreements depend on the purpose, scope and context of an online space. Some places are the "Wild West" where the norms are... no norms! Others are very proscribed with codes of conduct, legal statements, etc. 

What Norms Can Do
Norms, agreements and roles play a number of roles. They can: 

· define legal parameters 

· define other boundaries or limits (content, behavior, etc.) 

· create a basic sense of safety for members (know what is or is not expected or allowed) 

· be a "door-opener" to engagement (safety) 

· create awareness and structure of the group's processes 

· provide ways to expand beyond initial limits (modes of agreement modification) 

· delimit what the participants can/cannot control 

· limit or constrain a group (positively/negatively)


What Norms Can Reflect
When you first structure your online interaction space, one of your (or your group's) tasks is to specify these group norms, rules or procedures. Consider how these might: 

· be consistent with your/the overall organizational norms/rules, 

· take into account culture (national, corporate, whatever), 

· take into account that with online interactions there is a record of all interactions (accountability), 

· be clearly communicated to members (short, sweet, to the point), and 

· are as simple and easy to understand as possible. (Test: can you explain them in one breath!) 

Different Strokes for Different Folks
Some spaces thrive under very loose, minimal rules. Others have more stringent requirements. The trick is to have the rules that work for your group. There are some exceptions: public communities that must adhere to any applicable laws MUST address those issues. To see some examples of how public communities have addressed their rules or "terms of service" (TOS) as they are called see http://www.fullcirc.com/community/sampleguidelines.htm. There is also some experience that suggests that effective work groups have very defined and tight sets of rules and expectations and online these need to be made explicit.

Here are some things to consider: 

· Are there audience-related issues, such as presence of clients or competitors, which would require certain standards? 

· Is this a public or private community? 

· Does the topic matter attract potential problems (culture, politics, religion, company privacy issues, etc.)? 

· What kind of confidentiality issues might arise? 

· Is privacy an issue? 

· Are there intellectual capital ownership issues? 

· Are there any issues of libel or liability? This is an emerging but unclear area. 

· Are there intercultural issues with different base norms that must be taken into consideration? 

· When is the best time to address these issues for any given group? 

· Do you want members to play a role in deciding and enforcing rules? A "voting" or other group decision-making structure? 

· Do you want a process for the evolution or changing of the rules which allows member participation? Or are the managers strictly in charge of these issues? 

· Are there any relevant local or national laws or rules which apply (such as the minor access issues in the US)? 

Norms? Rules? Agreements? Modeling? 

How are these issues made visible? Do you require participants to "agree" (click this button if you agree to abide by these terms and conditions") with them as a condition of participation? Sometimes this is a legal necessity, although not always conducive to the social relationship development! Do you offer them up for consideration and negotiation? Sometimes this can strengthen a group. Other times it can chase people away. Do you roll the rules out all at once, or let them unfold as needed? Would that make them more integrated into the group, or would you be accused of springing rules on people after the fact. Or do you simply role model the behaviors you want for the group. Sometimes this is the most powerful approach. Try to spread the "meme" of civil behavior! 

Is there a single answer? As always, it all depends!! Grin. There is no one way to do norms and agreements. 

Additional Resources for Norms and Agreements

· Practical Advice for Global Virtual Teamwork  - Kathleen Koll http://www.cs.tcd.ie/courses/ism/sism/resource/papers/knoll/advice.htm
· Sample rules and agreements http://www.fullcirc.com/community/sampleguidelines.htm
PROCESS #4 - Conversations and Community

Can "conversation" connect us? 

For me, the answer was yes because about 9 months after joining my first online community, Electric Minds I was laid off from a high tech job with no warning. As I fell, this group of conversationalists "caught me" and helped me through that difficult period. Over time as I traveled for my work, I met many of them face to face (F2F) and formed relationships that endured outside of the online interaction space. One of the links led me to a company, which eventually led me to the people who make up my various "communities of practice" around online interaction. I realized that through sharing bits of ourselves through conversation that was, for the most part, for conversations sake, we had developed connection, relationship and even, yes, community. And because of the network nature of the Internet, many looser connections to an even larger group of people and ideas. Conversation supported groups -->which built community --> which connected us to networks. 

Why are networks important? Many, if not most, people don't have the time to "log on and have conversations." Few will choose to engage so deeply. So why worry about it? Because there are lessons on building sociability and group cohesion through the "hosting conversations" model. And because the progression from groups to communities to networks can provide results. We may think that facilitating for task and action is our key role, but I urge you to explore and experience what conversation and discussion can do for a group. Explore the possibilities. Think about the conversations in the hall, in the cafeteria, about the weather or sports or the news. Think of how they help us get a sense of others. Find out who knows what. Connect. 

"Hosting" conversations? 

I was influenced by Howard's facilitation style, which really sprung from one of the first and most enduring online "communities," The Well. (http://www.well.com) When I think about how to "host" a conversation, I think of Howard's seminal piece, The Art of Hosting Good Conversations Online. (http://www.rheingold.com/texts/artonlinehost.html) Howard often compared facilitating conversation to "hosting" a good party and that metaphor made sense to many of us. Creating a welcoming environment. Providing bits of contributions to spark conversation. Gently diverting energy from negative activities. A host is far more engaged in the conversation itself than perhaps a "facilitator" would be. Think about the differences. 

Read Howard's piece and Gail Williams (now manager of both the Well and Salon.com's Table Talk) Online Community Building Concepts. (http://www.well.com/user/gail/community.tips.html) Think together about when conversation can be used as a community building tool. What role can "conversation" play in group interactions? How can it help you in your work? And when would it be a distraction? 

PROCESS #5 - Facilitating Task and Action

Once you achieve engagement and group formation, how do you move from "talk" to outcomes? How do you manifest value so that it encourage participation? How do task and action manifest online? Are they possible? What does it take? What is the theory? What is the practice? 

Think about the myriad of traditional (offline) task facilitation processes. Most utilize some combination of divergent thinking (i.e. brainstorming) --- evaluative processes (prioritization, voting dots, etc) --- convergent processes (voting, decision making, and consensus). How do we facilitate these processes (and others) online? 

We have made some initial ventures into discussion and conversation here in our workshop space. We have not dived into more structured conversation techniques such as Boehmian dialog, Open Space and Appreciative Inquiry. Some pioneers are doing these online. But we'll start simple.
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Make Value Visible

The most important step is to make sure groups are aligned on their purpose and that the value of participating, of muddling through what can be difficult group processes, has value. Describe the potential outcomes and keep them "in the line of sight." They can be quickly forgotten online. Show how each member's contribution adds to that value by recognizing productive activity.

Divergent Processes
Divergent processes tend to work well in discussion environments such as this space and in chat (remember our brainstorm last week?). In synchronous environments, there is the group energy to spur creativity and enthusiasm. There is time for reflection and space to explore in the asynchronous spaces. There are visual records for sorting and reflection. In fact it is so easy to generate and post ideas, you can overwhelm a group in the divergent phase if you don't keep it organized. Which brings us to the next phase.

Sorting, Grouping and Evaluating
The next phase of evaluation can also be well supported online, with links to source materials, space to have dialogs or debates on the merits of issues and plenty of places to store information. This is when organizing the material and facilitating through weaving and observation becomes important. 

· Creating tables, charts and summaries 

· Using color to distinguish between types of material. 

· Creating separate spaces to store and comment on materials in "paired" topics. 

· Putting materials on static web pages for wide review 

· Weaving points across topics 

· Noticing patterns 

· Keep the group focused on the big picture and the current phase of the process (no more brainstorming, but not yet to decision making). 

· This is a good time for the use of advocacy

Converging: Consensus, Voting and Decision Making
The tricky part comes in on the convergent phases. Now there are a number of ways to attack this: tools and processes. Ideally, we use a combination of the two. 

I'll start with the relatively simple part: tools. There are now a group of tools designed to help groups through this online convergence phase. They started with simple voting and polling tools, but now there are tools that help group and prioritize and support a range of decision-making processes. This is a blessing to both facilitator and group. Polls are particular helpful for testing where a group is in the decision making process and for gathering info. They are not always a good choice for the actual decision making process -- just like offline. Voting can create imbalance in a group. On the other end of the spectrum is consensus -- which requires a lot of work offline and online. But surprisingly, the process is very similar. Polling can be used to determine if anyone is in a position to block, which identifies where there is more work needed towards consensus.

That said, technology will not overcome the weaknesses of poorly formed and supported groups. In fact it often exacerbates the problems. Classic facilitation texts are rich resources for these processes. On the facilitation side we need to actively focus the group on these convergent tasks. Without that F2F eye contact, very clear agreements are needed to keep the process moving forward.

But let's get tactical. Lisa Kimball offers another view and offers some concrete suggestions in Ten Key Elements for Team Leaders to Manage (http://www.groupjazz.com/pdf/ten.pdf )and suggests we pay attention to these issues when facilitating a team (See also her overview of teams here: 

· Purposes 

· Roles 

· Culture 

· Conversation 

· Feedback 

· Pace 

· Entry and Re-Entry 

· Weaving 

· Participation 

· Flow 

Roles area key point here, and this has surfaced in a number of places here in our space. Let's use that as a point of departure for our conversation. 

· What roles are needed to get a group from purpose to action? Who fills them? 

Process # 6 - Working With Conflict
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With Mihaela Moussou, last updated 8/01 

Before we discuss how to avoid online conflict, lets revisit the key environmental attributes of online communication to take into consideration:

· Lack of physical communication cues - We cannot see or hear the huge range of non-verbal cues we use during the course of conversation to discern if our audience is understanding, agreeing, disagreeing, getting uncomfortable or opening up. In cyberspace, we must explicitly ask for this information. 

· Potential impersonality of the medium (distance) - Sometimes, when communicating online people may lose some of their inhibitions and say things they would not say offline. Social norms are less clear and more open to individual interpretation. Setting norms that we agree to use together can control this loss of inhibition. 

· Asynchronicity affects the way we feel about messages - When you have time to think about your response, you may be more thoughtful or you may let issues build up and get blown out of proportion. In online interactions, each of us may interpret periods of silence very differently. These subtle, unspoken issues can cloud communication. 

· Public vs. private spaces and perceptions - People have different tolerances of what they think should be "public" or "private." These differences need to be taken into account when choosing to deal with issues in public and/or private spaces. 

· Limitations of writing and reading - We are not all poets and most of us lead busy lives. Our inattention to detail in writing and our speed reading through topics can lead to misinterpretations. Be thorough. Be explicit.

Four Tips to Avoid Online Misunderstandings

1) Making "I" statements, not "You" statements 

'I' statements are used when we feel strongly about something and we want the other person to be aware of how we feel. Use these statements instead of telling the other person what you would like them to do or not do. "I would be more comfortable if you first stated your personal goals about the plan." vs. "You didn't state your agenda and confused the rest of us." 

'I' statements present our case without causing defensiveness in the other person. The effective 'I' statement includes three parts. 'When I see/hear (behavior), I feel (feeling). What I would really like is (what is wanted)". 

Example: 'When I see that my posts are not being acknowledged, I feel ignored. What I would really like is to have feedback on my input'. 

2) Checking assumptions 

Assumptions are our interpretations of what we hear or read. They are the result of our trying to fill in information that is missing. Assumptions are almost always present. They are based on our own personal attitudes and beliefs. Checking assumptions is very important. Ask. 'In reading your statement, I am assuming that... Is that so?'' 

3) Actively "listening"/Reading 

Building rapport with another depends on the quality of our attention during the act of communicating. Remember that the writer cannot see us nodding our heads or hear us saying "umm... hmmm." 

Communication occurs at different levels. For messages to be accurately received every level needs to be acknowledged and understood. 

· Information 
As a speaker or writer, be as informative as possible. Provide background and details. As a listener or reader, ask open questions that help the other expand on the subject. Ask specific questions to get more details. Reflect back what you heard to check for accuracy. 

· Feelings 
Feelings are an integral part of our being. In some cultures, expression of feelings is discouraged, especially negative feelings. It is easier in face-to-face situations to listen to and pick up feelings. Visual clues and voice tones tend to give away signs that may be more easily suppressed when communicating in writing. As a speaker, or writer, make sure to express your feelings when you sense that they are 'nudging' you, using the 'I' statements. 

As a listener, or reader, make sure to acknowledge those feelings when they are expressed. If feelings are not openly expressed but you sense something may be present, check it out, remembering that this is an assumption on your part. 'I am sensing that you may be feeling upset. Is that so?' This may give you more information, but remember some people may not admit to negative feelings even if you ask.


4) Acknowledging perspectives 

People's perceptions of reality can be very different and individualistic. We need to recognize that the other person believes as strongly was we do about the history of the events even when our views of what may have happened are quite different. These different personal perspectives are equally valid. We need to start by respecting the other person's perspective, discuss our views and come to a useful agreement. 


When describing an event, say "From my perspective ..." This describes what was real for you without devaluing someone else's point of view. Everyone can contribute from his/her own perspective, adding to the richness of the interaction. 

Conflicts Happen 

Conflicts are great opportunities for learning and growth. The stronger the emotion, the tighter the impasse, the larger the opportunity for learning about ourselves. Questions to ask yourself: what causes me to have strong reactions (usually hurt or anger)? When / where and with whom does it frequently happen? 

For resolution to occur there needs to be a sincere desire by both parties to reach a win-win solution, without needing to prove right or wrong. This is the time to drop judgment, blame and defensiveness and open up the possibility of being creative, of finding new ways to respond, instead of reacting. This is the time to be adventurous, inquisitive, curious, playful, and courageous. 

Some Questions 
· As facilitators, what do we have to do to help the energy behind negative behaviors emerge more in support of the group, rather than detracting from the group? 

· How do we enable the emergence of potentially important insights and issues from behind what we experience as the negative behaviors? 

· How do we balance that tightrope between control and emergence, where conflict stimulates participation, insight and creativity, but may also be chasing away some participants who do not choose or know how to operate in that environment? 

· How do we form group competency at conflict resolution? 

· How do we tell people something they are doing is really bothering us? 

· How do we know when to simply act in an authoritarian role to stop what has become "destructive" behavior? 

These are questions with no single right answer, but many paths for exploration. Take time to think and talk about them. 

Additional Conflict Resources:

·  Online Interaction: Social Argument compiled by M C Morgan, Dept. of English, Bemidji State University. http://www.newcastle.edu.au/services/iesd/learndevelop/resources/online/argument.htm

· Online Dispute Resolution Bibliography  http://www.disputes.net/cyberweek2001/onlinebibliography.htm#articles
· Interventions: Behind the Scenes or Out in Front? http://www.fullcirc.com/community/interventions.htm
Process #7 - Intercultural Considerations

What is Culture?

George Simons (http://www.diversophy.com) writes about culture:

"It's challenging to talk about culture because it is such a wide and diverse concept. It describes everything from manufacturing yogurt to the corporate sponsorship of art shows in museums. 

How can we simplify culture so that it becomes a useful concept? 

While there are lots of definitions of culture, I like the ones that show how culture affects what we see, what we say and what we do or what we make when working together, for example: 

"Culture is a group’s shared system of meanings. It is our "mental software." How we talk to ourselves and each other so we can survive & succeed in the environment we share." 

Culture tells us: 

· What to pay attention to 

· How to speak and act 

· What is true and false, right and wrong, beautiful and ugly. 

Each group we belong to has a culture that is passed on to us and we pass it on to others who join our group. This powerful drawing by Guillaume Dégé appeared recently in Le Monde. He sees us passing culture on by "breathing" it into each other. Like breath, culture is hard to see but very real." Génération par Guillaume Dégé
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We belong to many cultures. Think about: race, gender, age, birth origin, place of residence, religion, socio-economic status, education, language, philosophies, politics, sexual orientation, and many others. How and when do we surface these issues -- even knowing when to surface them, is complex offline.? When will it enhance the group? Sue Canney Davison, an intercultural team expert, offers a cultural inventory to surface both the richness of diversity in a group and the potential areas of misunderstanding. She suggests that by being aware, we can use our difference rather than trip over them. 

There have been suggestions that the text-based Internet mediates away differences. For example, when we can see each other, we can’t make snap judgments based on skin color or appearance. Without hearing each other, we don’t hear and judge on accents. But we are human. Our differences will not disappear just because we cannot see them. The bottom line is to consider how what we do or do not know about another person influences how we understand what they mean in a posting in an online space. Generally, we have to err on the side of eliciting more information, testing assumptions and clarifying. Guessing won't do.

More specifically to our role as online facilitators, we must be self-aware of how our cultural values, experiences and feeling influence our facilitation. We have to be sensitive to the influence of culture on conflict and negotiation of meaning, on leadership and process. And ultimately, we can recognize what culture -- in all its richness -- can add to a group and it's capacity for achievement.

There are also some technique issues about online communication that help us work in intercultural and, perhaps more specifically, linguistically mixed groups. Think of situations where an interaction may be in one language, but many of the participants have different first languages. Again, George Simons offers us some helpful, concrete suggestions from his article, 

Additional Resources:

· Sue Canney Davison's Cultural Values Checklist (book out of print) http://www.mcgraw-hill.co.uk/tpr/international_teams/it_interventions.html

· George Simon’s http://www.diversophy.com website

· Culture and Ethics: Facilitating Online Learning , Michel Labour, Charles Juwah, Nancy White and Sarah Tolley,  http://otis.scotcit.ac.uk/onlinebook/otisT603.htm 
· Process # 8 - Harvesting, Weaving and Creating Summaries 

Online conferencing often suffers from too much volume and what has been labeled the "tyranny of recency over relevancy." Even in threads highly focused and on-topic, gems quickly get buried and action items forgotten. Important side topics dominate, or die. Participants' thoughts and questions go unanswered. Ideas that should be woven together languish. Connections missed. And when a group completes their interaction in a space, the work product -- ideas, knowledge, answers -- can be left in a form unusable by others. 

This creates the need for systems to harvest information, gems, unanswered questions, action items and decisions. It calls for members to view material with an eye for weaving ideas, connecting people and creating coherence when the natural flow of the interaction may be tipping towards chaos. 

Harvesting - Extracting information from conversations. This might be harvesting tasks, specific information or even responses to questions. It is straight collection of information (vs. synthesis.) And example of this in communities of practice is when someone plays the role of "keeper of the questions," tracking unanswered questions and resurfacing them for action.

Weaving/Synthesizing - Looking for and linking relevant information, thoughts or comments between different conversations. This helps build coherence when there are multiple conversations and helps connect subgroups at opportune moments. Links between relevant threads support connection. See the "whole."

Summarizing - Regular recaps done during online interactions which provide overviews and synthesis of conversations. These help reinforce work, ideas and processes and helps build stronger groups. They allow people to "catch up" if they have fallen behind without reading "everything!" 

Holding Questions - Tracking comments or questions that need follow-up or answering but which have no current available answer. Resurface them at the right time or place.

Who Does the Work?

This "harvester" role often falls to the facilitator. In larger communities or diverse, multithreaded situations, this is rarely an achievable option and the work needs to be spread to more people. As some of our team have mentioned, it can be hard to get people to voluntarily take this on. It can be a LOT of work! The flip side is that harvesting and creating summaries provides a rich learning experience for the harvester. Reading through entire threads at once can provide a whole new lens on the conversation.

Purpose of Summaries

Before you start to harvest, think about the following questions:

· Who will use the summaries? 

· How will they use the summaries? 

· What is the desired action outcome from summaries? 

· Are they open to critique and discussion? 

· Will it be used to check agreement and understanding? 

· Will it be a collection of ideas or a synthesis and reflection of the discussion? 

· Where will they reside? (website, summary page, etc.) 

· What format will be most useful to the users (lists, action plan, narrative, story, images, mind map, etc.) 

· Should they be objective and detached, or convey a perspective or view on the discussion? (Summaries can help us understand each other's perspectives.)
Timeliness

The longer you delay summarizing, the harder it can be. It is often good to keep up daily in heavy discussions. Keep notes in a separate word file, email key passages to your self for later re-assembly, or use "notebook" features in some software tools.

Content

Based on your determined purpose, there are a number content approaches you might take including:

· Summary of discussion that highlights the main points (with or without attribution and links to original posts. The links can be helpful -- especially for people entering later!) 

· Action plans and updates 

· List of outstanding discussion or action items 

· Lists of insights, techniques or issues 

· Leading questions for next phase/discussion 

· Direct hot-links to key postings (index) 

· Story that captures key elements 

· Visual rendering such as mind maps or sketches 

· Unanswered questions that need to be brought forward. 

Some online interaction groups, events or "spaces" have protocols for members which aids in the creation of summaries and searching for content. Participants can be asked to annotate each of their postings with key words, or to provide a 'title' to their post. Then harvesters can more easily skim or search through material for relevant citations.

Examples of Visual Summaries
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Special thanks to my many online colleagues for feedback on this piece and for contributions from Denham Grey. Denham keeps an amazing site, some pages are links to tools. This one on Knowledge mapping is just one example. http://www.voght.com/cgi-bin/pywiki?KmMapTools 

See also http://www.voght.com/cgi-bin/pywiki?DenhamGrey 

Facilitation Process # 9: Rituals and Cycles 

The wonderful US folk singer, Pete Seeger, took inspiration from a passage in the bible to create a song that always rings in my head with I think of cycles and rituals. The song is called "Turn, Turn, Turn" (You can see the full lyrics/hear the melody here http://www.monmouth.com/~richrm/pseeger.htm) 

To everything, turn, turn, turn 
There is a season, turn, turn, turn
And a time to every purpose under heaven
A time to be born, a time to die
A time to plant, a time to reap
A time to kill, a time to heal
A time to laugh, a time to weep

Pete honors the cycles in life. Online we can honor the cycles and rituals of a group. And they help us bring closure because all things come to an end sometime or another. To take advantage of cycles online, we have to make them visible. Let's explore this a bit. 

Cycles
We mark beginnings, middles and ends in a variety of ways. We use agendas, a tool we often use offline. We mark topics and tasks against time (calendar). We remind via email to highlight things like our chats and calls. These are very structural. The help people mark time in what could be perceived as a "timeless" world.

We also use processes to mark cycles, most notably with entry and engagement processes. Welcome topics. Work or practice topics. They give us a frame for the activity both within our online space and time. They cue to "what to do, when and where."


An Example: Reengagement
One example of a group dynamic cycle is the issue of reengagement. What if a group has slowed down online. Nothing is happening. What are the causes? And how do we reengage them? Here are some techniques: 

· Identify the cause for disengagement (busy, no pressing purpose/task, group broke off into small groups and has not re-centered back on to the large group) 

· Create a meaningful reason to "reengage" together. This must have value. Maybe it is new information to be shared. Summaries to refocus the group. A specific task. 

· Alert members. If you are using a web-based tool and people are not logging in, send email, call -- rally them to come back to a specific point (URL). 

· Acknowledge reentry - re-greet people. Engage them again. This is a cyclical process and does have many iterations! 

Rituals
Many groups and even facilitation approaches have rituals, usually used to focus groups. Examples are sitting in a circle. A moment of silence. Ice breaker games. Amy Jo Kim, in her book, Community Building on the Web, (http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0201874849/fullcircleassoci) has a wonderful chapter on rituals (http://www.naima.com/community/ch08/index.html). Another wonderful article "Ancient Rituals for a New Medium " describes the application of ancient rituals in our modern day (http://www.nbma.com/cat/rituals/rituals_97.html). 

For long-term groups, Kim suggests that rituals help people move through various stages of membership and ownership. They celebrate personal (i.e. birthdays) and group milestones (project phase completion). They are the source of stories that become a group's history and can be passed along to new members as a way to bring them into the group. These can be powerful and very human in a text world. 

Some rituals are associated with objects or symbols. In cyberspace, where the tactile is often missed, we can create a shared sense by each having the same object at our workstations. Lets say I have a Kush® ball (a kind of plastic hairy ball for those not familiar with them) that I keep by my keyboard. I know each of you have one too. So when I squeeze that ball and play with it, you might be playing with your Kush® at the same time. Almost a shared experience. We could take it to the ritual level by suggesting that each time we log on, we hold the Kush® ball (exercise for our hands too) and think about the other people in the group with their Kush® balls. 

We could take it one step further if it were appropriate to the group, and have a story associated with the Kush® ball. Maybe when this group met F2F they played Kush® volleyball and had so much fun (and the story would probably be more elaborate). This story is passed around the group, and told to new members. 

A ritual is born, complete with symbols (Kush® ball) and stories. 

Think about closing circles. Some of us have experienced this many times since childhood. 

· What feelings does it create? 

· How does it mark passage for a group? 

· How does it connect the individuals (parts) into the group (the whole)?

· What would it look like online? 

Closure

Sometimes we don’t want things to end… and we let them live beyond their useful lives. This is true in online interactions. It can be helpful to create points where an online group deliberatively asks itself it if should continue. Facilitators can notice when the critical mass and energy have dropped and help a group move towards closure. Marking a closure is important, otherwise groups feel unsatisfied and incomplete. Often celebrating success and reviewing accomplishments are part of closing rituals. Making plans to check in over the months to come can help overcome the sadness of ending felt in some groups. Be attentive to these feelings. They count.

In the End…

“All humans are spirits only visiting this world. All spirits are forever beings. All encounters with other people are experiences, and all experiences are forever connections. People need to close the circle of each experience and not leave ends frayed. If you walk away with bad feelings in your heart for another person and that circle is not closed, it will be repeated later in your life. You will not suffer once but over and over until you learn. It is good to observe, to learn, and become wiser from what has happened. It is good to give thanks, to bless, and walk away in peace.” - Aboriginal virtue 

Every door that is opened sometimes closes. In the ephemeral world of electronic text, we don’t always hear the door creaking, or even feel the wind as it slams upon our backs. So in the end, we must first be accountable to ourselves; hold ourselves to our values and standards. Reflect and critically assess our behavior before, during and after an online interaction. For the connections we create become part of our world and responsibility.

Full Circle Associates Online Interaction Toolkit

The following tools and templates are here to help you think through the planning and execution of online interaction. In addition, there is a large collection of related materials on the Full Circle Associates website at http://www.fullcirc.com/wp/resources/online-community-toolkit/online-community-purpose-checklist/.

Online Interaction Purpose Worksheet

It is helpful to think about what you want to accomplish and how, with an online group or community. Take a few minutes to fill out this checklist. Ignore any questions that are not relevant to your situation, or which you don’t know how to answer and add any particular context that is missing.

1. Purpose/Outcome
What is the desired purpose and outcome for the group? What is the INTENT behind the purpose? People are busy and if they don’t see and understand the purpose and its value, they won’t participate.

· What is the purpose of your group that you can communicate to potential members? (Practice on a friend or colleague. If they don’t understand, refine your statement further.) Please write it down here.

· What are the group’s specific outcomes or process goals? Please describe them. (i.e. an outcome oriented group may be compiling a set of useful practices for use in the field. A process oriented group may be about building relationships that can then be deployed in the field, such as a group of emergency relief workers, building relationships before disasters so they can better respond and relate in the field. A network may look to create many weak connections and amplify the flow of ideas and information, but have very little interest in being a community or group.)

· What are the benefits of participation? Are they measurable and visible to members and potential members? Describe them. Use the test question “what is in it for me” from the perspective of the participants.

· Who is determining the goals? By the organizer? Group members? Both? How are these outcomes negotiated? Think about how ownership by members may or may not play a role in the success of the group.

· Is the goal of the group in line with your organization? If the group is part of a larger organization, is the purpose consistent with organizational goals and culture? If not, how will that affect your group? Are you trying to do something new that may or may not be welcomed by the larger organization?

· Must this happen online? Is the group’s purpose something that can only be done / accomplished online? Will it replace something offline? Or is it some combination?

· What can you learn from others’ experiences? Do you have examples of other groups with similar goals that you might explore for ideas? Please list, and if they have open websites, please bring the URLs to share.

2. Target Membership
Who do you want to draw in or need to participate in your group? How would you describe them?

Size of group

· What is the minimum number of people you need for a successful initiative? Maximum?

· How might your community can expand if there is greater interest? Where will these people come from?

Make up

· What is the gender, professional, cultural make up of the group?

· Are there power issues (i.e. will some feel disinclined to participate because people of power are participating?)

· Are there any particular learning style issues you should be aware of?

· Are there any language issues such as the need for translation, a common language or set of (or no set of) common languages?

· How many different time zones might be represented by the group?

· Do you want your community to be public or private? If private, what determines eligibility?

· Where might you find potential participants? Are you building from an existing pool of participants? Or drawing in new people?

· How might you communicate with your participants to market your online interaction space? (Remember: just putting up an online space does not guarantee anyone will come participate in it!)

Motivation and Interest

· How motivated are people to participate? What is “in it for them?”

· Is this part of their job, or in addition to their job?

3. Type of Participant Interactions
To achieve your purpose, you generally design a set of activities. What kinds of member interactions do you want to foster? In other words, what activities must the group do to achieve its goals?

· Short term or ongoing discussions?

· Have a focused on learning? What do they have to learn?

· Find people and create connections (social networking)?

· Learning from each other via question & answer?

· Are they focused around information such as documents or other static content?

· Task focused?

· Socially focused? Are you trying to build relationships and/or community?

· Are the interactions focused or wide-ranging?

· Are they started by you or by the members?

· Will there be subgroups that work on different things?

· Are the interactions intellectual? Social? Sensitive? Controversial?

· Will they generate content/knowledge that needs to be captured?

· Do the interactions need to be synchronous (same time) and/or asynchronous (different time) interactions? If synchronous, what range of time zones do you cover?

4. Technological Issues
· What kind of Internet access do most participants have?

· o 28.8 modem
· o 56.6 K modem
· o T-1 access

· o DSL or Cable Modem access

· o Unknown

· Is the Internet access available at all times; are there any limitations? (i.e do people have to pay for access, go to an internet café, etc.)

· Have you identified the minimum technical requirements for your online tools? (Remember, you will need to communicate this up front.) Do participants have adequate computer equipment to have a satisfactory experience on your system?

· What is the expected level of comfort and skill of the participants in using a web browser?

· Does the target audience use mobile devices? More than computer based devices?

· Are there any organizational firewall issues? (This can affect some synchronous applications such as Skype and some chat and web meeting tools.)

· Are there any prohibitions about downloading and installing applications?

· Do you have an online conferencing platform, need recommendations on a platform host or some other combination?

· What technical support can you offer your participants? Who will support YOU technically?

5. Time Frame
How long do expect the online interaction to last? Think back to your tasks. Generally 1 day F2F equals at least a week online, sometimes longer if your participants are online daily. For example, many of our colleagues in Africa don’t have daily access and may have to catch up during one day. Plan for longer time frames in this type of setting.

· Are there specific timelines or a project to be accomplished? Is there adequate time to accomplish the goals?

· Is it time-delimited event? If so, how long?

· Is it an ongoing online interaction space for conversation? If so, how will you keep up interest?

6. Guidelines, Rules and Governance
What kind of agreements, rules or governance do you want/need for your online interaction space?

· Will there be strong and defined rules, or more general and/or casual guidelines? Remember, balance control and emergence. People like enough structure to be comfortable, but not so much control as to feel oppressed or controlled.

· How will you communicate this to your members?

· Will there be problem resolution processes? How will you share that process?

· If this is a work team, what processes and agreements will you need? Virtual teams benefit from explicit processes and it is worth investing time in them. Short term events won’t usually sustain a lot of attention for process issues.

· Do members have to agree to a “Terms of Service” or other form of agreement before becoming members?

Who makes decisions in the community about the online interaction space?

· The online interaction leader(s), or sponsoring organization(s)?

· The members?

· Both?

· How?

Who will host or facilitate in your online interaction space?

· If not you, how will the hosts/facilitators be trained?

· What will be their responsibilities?

· How will they be supported and/or compensated?

· What kind of reporting will you have them do to monitor as needed?

7. Monitoring and Evaluation
How will you know if your group is meeting its goals?

· What evaluation methodologies or approaches would you like to consider and how might they work online?

· What qualitative measures? (Member satisfaction, feeling of belonging, sense of usefulness in their work, etc.)

· What quantitative measures (page views, # members, # posts, time elapsed for questions to be answered, tasks accomplished, etc.)

Addendum: Online Meeting Logistics
For Time Delimited Events (like online e-conferences or meetings) here are a few more questions.

· Potential start/end dates? Expected event duration?

· Expected number of primary participants and their role(s)?

· Planned number of facilitators?

· Will you need facilitation coverage across time zones? Describe.

· Anticipated amount of time participants are expected to devote to the event and on what basis? (i.e. 1 hour a day Monday – Friday for two weeks plus 1 hour of pre-reading)

· Expected observers and their role?

· Staff participants?

· Guest speakers or presenters?

Full Circle Associates Online Event Assessment Planner

This assessment document is to help determine the scope of your online event and to provide us with enough details to give you an accurate quote for services. It is not a contract. It is a place to start our explorations and work.

Event Content & Nature

1. What is the purpose of your online event? 
2. Does it have a name?
3. Please describe any specific goals and how they might be measured? (I.e. what is the problem or opportunity to be addressed?)

4. In 3-4 bullet points, how would you describe "success" of this online event? (Outcomes)
5. Do you have any expected evaluation components in mind? How will you measure success?

6. How does this project fit in with your ongoing work? (Context)

7. Potential start date? 


8. Expected event duration?

9. Expected number of primary participants and their role?

10. Anticipated amount of time participants will have to devote to the event and on what basis? (i.e. 1 hour a day Monday - Friday for two weeks plus 1 hour of pre-reading)
11. Expected observers and their role?

12. Staff participants?

13. Are there any language issues such as the need for translation, a common language or set of (or no set of ) common languages?

14. Are there different group needs to accommodate? Please describe the considerations you take into account when planning a meeting for this group?

15. Your initial ideas about event agenda? Include type of activity of each agenda items and timing.

16. Your initial ideas about event presenters (if any)? (how many, what type of material they might present)
17. How do presenters normally present in your organization? (I.e. what types of media, level of formality, etc.)
18. Your initial ideas about interactive activities with the participants? (I.e. polls/surveys, projects, discussions, specific work activities.)

19. Do you plan any synchronous (same time) elements such as group telephone calls or online chats?

Decision Making and Budget Process Issues

20. Who are the decision-makers? What is their approval process including time frame for making decisions?

21. What are the financial parameters for this event, including funds committed already?

22. What requirements do you have for your vendors that I should know?

Technology

23. What web browsers do the participants normally use? 

· Internet Explore version ____

· Netscape Navigator version ___

· Other (please describe name and version)

24. What kind of Internet access do participants have? 

· 28.8 modem

· 56.6 K modem

· T-1 access

· DSL or Cable Modem access

25. Is the Internet access available at all times, or are there any limitations? Do you have some members who can participate only by email?


26. What is the expected level of comfort and skill of the participants in using a web browser?


27. What level of online interaction experience do the participants have? Will they need training or guidance?

28. Are there any corporate firewall issues?
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