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This is a very frequent phenomenon: In an online forum or debate, a number of core people intensively interact, a few contribute irregularly, many simply read without involving themselves or letting others know. Sometimes such „readers“ may send in one or two messages, and then withdraw again into their „reading only“ mode. These readers (sometimes also called „lurkers“ in net-speak) usually are the big majority of participants of an online forum.

This structure of participants in online fora and debates reflects what would usually happen in face-to-face events. However, in such f2f-events good facilitators know how to lower barriers for involvement, and manage to tap the combined potential of all participants. But these facilitatory skills usually will not work in online environments, and therefore need to be adapted or newly developed. 

During the online CPsquare workshop on „communities of practice“ in spring 2002, one project among participants focussed on collecting tips and tricks from various sources for tackling this challenge (for details of project members see at end):  

What can an online facilitator do, to "tease" at least some of the readers to cross the threshold from passive consumer to active contributor? 

The tips we found are listed according to types of people that could be teased.
Teasing busy people 
Interview (John S.)

Arrange for an informal interview with the "reader", and propose to write up a summary of her points for her, so she can then post it, or I post it in her name. Alternative: Ask a bouncy junior member of the community to do the interview and posting. 

--> 

Takes care of busy people who don't find the time to contribute.

(Author: Ueli)

Keep summaries short & concise (Judy, Mark S, Taylor)

-->Takes care of those who don't have time or fast technology to read long postings.  Takes care of those who prefer focused ideas to add  their thoughts to.

(Author: Kim)

The power of deadlines(Martin)

* Give deadlines for bringing inputs

* A sneaky strategy to add (Ueli): Say that if time does not allow to beat the deadline, 

   one may also simply announce that an input would be coming. Then charmingly shin-

   kick the author of that announcement, subtly also generating some peer-pressure 

   from others in the community - until the input comes

 -->

Takes care of "readers" with a "manana"-syndrome.

(Author: Ueli)

Time-windows(Martin)

Announce a time-window well in advance for discussing a certain topic

-->

Takes care of "readers" who always get bogged down with the more immediate work on their tables. If people can contribute "whenever they feel like it", there is no big incentive to dig in and contribute.

(Author: Ueli)

Direct E-mail(Judy, Mark S, Taylor, Allison, Phillip, Mark W, Cindy)

Send a personally directed e-mail to 'silent' participant.

-->

Takes care of people who prefer to participate in a more personal context. It can also take care of those who have difficulty finding time to post, since e-mail provides a focus & a 'push to respond',  by pushing the action to top of their personal agenda.

(Author: Kim)

State Clear Objectives (Carol)

State clearly what your desired objects of the discussion are & time frame for posting comments.

--->

Takes care of those who need time incentive to post & those who are uncertain if their comments 'belong' in the discussion.

(Author: Kim)

Use private messages to participants (Resources for Moderators and Facilitators of 


Online Discussion)

Use private messages to urge participants to join in the discussion, to initiate debates, and to solicit suggestions. 

--->

Takes care of readers who have a lot of other things on their mind and tend to forget about their membership in the community

(http://www.emoderators.com/moderators.shtml#mod) 

(Author: Maureen)

Periodic Emails (Lyndsay Green) 

Provide regular cues that point out what is currently the “hot” topics. Through emails or periodic summaries that include summary of discussion, list of outstanding topics for which people are seeking answers and a leading question to encourage participation. Be sure to include names of those who contributed in summaries—positive reinforcement

-->

Takes care of infrequent readers who need to catch up on the dynamics of the discussions in order to be able to contribute again

(Playing Croquet with Flamingos: A Guide to Moderating Online Conferences, http://olt-bta.hrdc-drhc.gc.ca/download/flamingo_e.pdf)

(Author: Maureen)

Teasing people who are scared to butt in

Regular summaries (Maureen)

Write regular summaries. After each summary is posted, send a message to all that this is the right time to join a debate or start an own topic.... 

 -->

Takes care of "readers" who are scared to butt in on an ongoing debate.

(Author: Ueli)

Send three-cornered e-mails (Judy, Mark S, Taylor, Allison, Phillip, Mark W, Cindy)

Send three-cornered e-mails between facilitator, specific reader & active member & use material from bio or reader's posting to launch discussion.

-->

Takes care of those who aren't comfortable posting comments in what may seem outside their scope, as they can start by elaborating on their own personal information or ideas they already posted.

(Author: Kim)

Weave seemingly disparate comments together (Lyndsay Green)

Weave together seemingly disparate comments

 --->

Takes care of readers who need to get a feeling their input is valued and is contributing to the discussion

(Playing Croquet with Flamingos: A Guide to Moderating Online Conferences, http://olt-bta.hrdc-drhc.gc.ca/download/flamingo_e.pdf)

(Author: Maureen)

Encourage "elders" from a CoP to share knowledge with new members. (Nancy 




White)

This helps reduce intimidation in a new space. To avoid turning off elders from the space with too much repetition -- consider putting an orientation in a FAQ section

----> 

Takes care of readers who are scared of butting in. At the same time maintains the cutting edge of the debate

(Author: Stacy)

Tie in first contributions with what is already happening (Phillip)

* Reflect back contributions. Post messages that start with sentences like 'Let me 
   

   check. What I think you meant was....' 'My understanding of your point is.....".

* Ask expansive questions such as "So does that mean that you think we should....."

* Use Ueli's favourite technique.  'Wow! That's great. I'm going to take your idea 

   and......."

* Relate the contribution to others.  " You have suggested X, but last week Mary 

   suggested Y. Those two ideas seem to fit together (or seem not to fit together). I 

   wonder how we might synthesise those."

--->

Takes care of readers who have just mustered the courage to contribute and pulls them further in, making them realise their contribution is actually welcome. 

(Author: Phillip)

Make explicit how specific threads have contributed to the group objective. (Phillip)

That is happening in the management of this project we are in right now.

----->

Takes care of readers who are afraid their contribution may go unnoticed. Generates a feeling of group-achievement.

(Author: Phillip)

Teasing inexperienced newcomers 

Welcome Desk (Ueli)

Arrange for a "welcome desk for newcomers" somewhere prominently, and promise 

* assistance in navigation or 

* advice on where to post a particular question or

* information on past discussions, pointers to summaries or

* advice on how to formulate an issue and bring it in 

* etc

-->

Takes care of "readers" who are afraid they might be asking questions that have been answered before, who are wondering where their particular concern fits, who have difficulties formulating their concern, who get lost in the debating fever that's going on, who aren't sure about the appropriateness of their question or comment, etc.

(Author: Ueli)

Tips & tricks for various activities  (Carol)

Provide tips & tricks for various fora; such as discussion, chat, phone.

-->

Takes care of those who are new to the technology & unsure how to use effectively.

(Author: Kim)

Orient New Members (Facilitating Effective Online Conversation)

Provide orientation materials and paths for all new members

--->

Takes care of readers who easily get lost

(http://www.lap.org/nrpa/Papers/The_Road_To_Community_Conversation.doc)

(Author: Maureen)

Online questions, that target specific people 

Ask questions on-line that target specific people, preferably based on their personal interest or previous posting or something they are likely to respond to.

-->

Takes care of people who are unsure of when to post & then put it off.  Takes care of people who may feel topic is outside of their scope, as they are asked to build on personal information or ideas already posted. Caution not to put people on spot & give permission not to respond.

(Author: Kim)

Ground Rules (Phillip)

Generate ground rules, such as "permission to throw out ill formed ideas without being held to those thoughts", or keep postings short, etc.

 -->

Takes care of those who prefer some guidelines or boundaries around how to interact on-line.

(Author:  Kim)

Empathise: Put yourself in readers' shoes (Allison, Angela, Sandra)

a) Acknowledge & respect other peoples' process to participate.

-->

Takes care of those who are more comfortable sharing in environment that displays value for respect & trust.

b) Recognize influence of external life circumstances on time people have to contribute. eg. such as overload at work, vistors at home

-->

Takes care of those who feel pressured to 'do it all in life'. By eliminating potential guilt trips, people are more likely return to CoP

c)  Recognize that personal learning curves differ between participants; as it takes time to get used to a very different kind of on-line environment.

-->Takes care of people who feel pressured to keep up & know it all; gives permission to learn at a pace that fits for the individual.

(Author: Kim)

Visit the on-line space regularly. (Nancy White)

This ensures his/her presence is felt and that s/he can be responsive to participants.  The host should model the behavior s/he wants participants to undertake. 

---->

Takes care of readers who aren't sure which styles of interaction are acceptable on the COP, and who need a "mentor" to help them get in

(Author: Stacy)

Set up explicit back channel communications (Phillip)

'It would really help if you and Mary could get together and see what you can make of your great ideas. Then let us know what you figured out."

---->

Takes care of people who are still a bit scared of 'public' conversations. 

(Author: Phillip)

Teasing people who are uncomfortable in assertive debates

Tips and Tricks for practicing (Carol, Allison)

Suggest tips & tricks for participants to undertake to increase their own comfort level:

* practice with house-mates by talking/meeting online or offline before dialogue in CoP

* be aware of your own personal style--take a risk to change

-->

Takes care of those whose confidence increases when they are empowered to take their own steps to participate.

(Author: Kim)

Encourage participants to give each other slack about perceived transgressions. 

(Nancy White) 

On-line communications can create many opportunities for misunderstandings which can turn people off from participating.  Participants should assume good itentions and try not to overreact.  When needed, the host should intervene to clear up or reduce misunderstandings. 

--->

Takes care of people who have trouble switching from "written" interaction to the more laid-back uncommitting "email-interaction"

(Author: Stacy)

Build trust & relationships (Judy, Mark S, Taylor, Mark W, Allison, Tom)

Build some relationships & trust from the start by:

*  face-to-face activities

*  checking in with folks (e-mail, phone, on-line)

*  play 'games' on teleconference

*  contact another person in the CoP

*  pair a 'vet' with a newbie a day or so before the session

-->

Takes care of people who are more comfortable with self-expression in a personal & safe environment.

(Author: Kim)

Personal Introductions (Phillip)

Encourage networking outside the public space eye, including one to one introductions.

-->

Takes care of the shy wall-flowers. ;-)

(Author: Kim)
Peer Pressure (Mark W)

Ask for response from those who have not yet  contributed, in a public place.  Caution it may be too punitive approach for routine use, but may work once in a while.

--->

Takes care of those who prefer to share ideas when asked, whether due to personal or cultural interpersonal behavior or norms.

(Author: Kim)

Encourage participants to consider and be sensitive to cultural differences when participating in a CoP. (Nancy White)

Cultural misperceptions can create a disincentive for participation.  Cultural differences include country of origin, race, gender, age, organizational affiliation, domain influences (scientists versus social workers), education, experience, politics.  Participants need to consider these cultures when participating

-->

Takes care of readers who are easily put off by remarks that are difficult for them to interpret from their own cultural background. One participant in the on-line discussion stated that those not belonging to dominant on-line culture often need to make more accommodations – and has to take more care and effort to be heard.  He believes cultural misunderstandings should be gently addressed so that everyone can develop a common understanding. 

(Author: Stacy)

Teasing people who tend to get confused about what‘s going on

Provide context for each post (Carol)

Provide your frame of reference for your posting so participants know where you are coming from.

-->

Takes care of people who don't have time to read all postings or have difficulty following discussion thread or discussion with many different tangents.

(Author: Kim)

Attention to How Questions are Worded (Allison, Carol, Cindy)

Make direct on-line questions that are to the point, open-ended & follow in line of the topic or inquiry.

-->

Takes care of people who prefer more practical type of discussion or who may have had difficulty following discussion thread.

(Author: Kim)
Keep correct discussion heading in subject line (Resources for Moderators and 



Facilitators of Online Discussion) 

Immediately change the subject line on a contribution posted under a wrong discussion heading to the more appropriate one.

---->

Takes care of readers who get lost in confusing debates, reinforces their understanding of where the discussion is heading

(http://www.emoderators.com/moderators.shtml#mod) 

(Author: Maureen)

Play the naive inquirer (Phillip)

Ask questions that come from a less knowledgeable position that is in fact your case. Even better if you really are naive in the technical field under discussion.

----->

Takes care of readers who will be challenged to explain or clear up a confusion.

(Author: Phillip)

Build Relationships (Facilitating Effective Online Conversation)

Encourage the use of personal profiles to build relationships. Utilize small group activities to build relationships and "getting acquainted." Encourage people to mentor and assist each other. Recognize mentors

--->

Takes care of readers who need to relate to somebody else but may get lost among all the members

(http://www.lap.org/nrpa/Papers/The_Road_To_Community_Conversation.doc)<br>

(Author: Maureen)

Assign a Project (Cindy)

Give participants a specific project or example to comment on.  

-->

Takes care of those who find it easier to respond to something tangible.<br>

(Author: Kim)
Set a compelling purpose and setting. (Nancy White)

As the host draw people in by marketing to target audiences and providing explicit, easy directions on how to find and join the conversation. 

--->

Takes care of readers who have trouble connecting their concerns with what's going on in the COP

(Author: Stacy)

Ensure that the web space is easy to navigate. (Nancy White)

The easier the access the more participation that will occur.  A site that is too complicated will cause people to tune out. 

--->

Takes care of people who have limited online skills

(Author: Stacy)

Clear definition of roles and responsibilities. (Stacy) 

During the on-line conference with Nancy White, she became uncertain about whether she was participating as the guest only or whether she was also the facilitator.  This confusion led to a discussion on roles during the conference -- which might have reduced participation.  Similar role confusion in different arenas could complicate and reduce people's participation. 

--->

Takes care of readers who have trouble relating to a moderator as a moderator. 

(Author: Stacy)

Play an active role in facilitating discussions. (Nancy White)

Use threaded exchange mechanism to avoid postings and replies that do not correlate -- leading to confusion and reduced participation.  Summarize and end a conversation thread before moving on to a new one.  Acknowledge questions that are out of the thread -- so the questioner knows s/he has been heard -- then re-ask the question at a more logical time.  Keep a list of unaswered questions to ensure that they are addressed.  Regularly recap open questions.  If a question has been asked -- refer the questioner to the answer. 

--->

Takes care of readers who lose sight of what's going on in a heated discussion. Gives them pointers where to enter. 

(Author: Stacy)

Teasing the creative and/or assertive odd people

Facilitate not control the discussion. (Nancy White)

Often the most interesting discussion comes from allowing people to be spontaneous. 

--->

Takes care of enthousiastic and creative people who tend to walk away from controlled environments.

(Author: Stacy)

Be controversial yourself if everybody is agreeing too much. (Phillip)

Consciously adopt the role of the tester of the boundaries of the ideas being discussed

---->

Takes care of readers who can be launched into action through challenge and contradiction.

(Author: Phillip)

Teasing all kinds of people

Tight feedback loops, particularly on first post (Jason)

* be alert and as soon as possible react to a newbie-input. This should be more than 

  just "Thanks so much for your input, we all appreciate it". It should be rather kind of 

  "Thanks a lot for that idea. Now let's see if we can raise Janice, because what you're 

  bringing here seems to me to fit in with what she's been looking around for. Janice?"

* send a direct back-channel "emergency email" to one or the other of the core people 

  and ask them to react as soon as possible. 

* any ways for "default-tripping" a fast reaction to a newbie?

-->

Takes care of all types of "readers", as they see that an input get's acknowledged immediately and connections are made right along with it. 

==>

A metaphor for the frustration of lacking immediate feedback (Sandra)

"I throw a pebble in a pond, and watch the rings spread, until all is still again...."

We need a counter-metaphor to illustrate what happens if there is a fast response

(Author: Ueli)

Always respond to questions (Carol)

Be sure you (moderator) or others respond to all questions asked by others.

--->

Takes care of those who are encouraged to post if they feel they are being heard.

(Author: Kim)
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