LTRI Technical Report -VISIONARY Project – November 2002

Online communities and conferences: 

Some maxims for their development and operation  

Andrew Ravenscroft, Claire Bradley & Anna Hutchinson 

Learning Technology Research Institute

London Metropolitan University

a.ravenscroft@londonmet.ac.uk

06 November 2002

Table of contents

31. Introduction: maxims of good practice

An Alpha community
3
A Beta community
3
A Gamma community
4
2. Establishing and cultivating an online community
4
2.1. Niche or purpose
4
2.2. Membership characteristics
4
Identifiable, eLiterate and in appropriate contexts
4
Grounding and diversity
5
Identity, reputation and trust
5
Managing expectations and working with predispositions
5
Further networking
5
2.3. Affording activities
5
General, common activities
6
Authoring and production
6
Animateurs and Animating teams (A-teams)
6
Sociability and forming relationships
6
2.4. Management
7
3. Developing and maintaining online conferences
7
3.1. Managed or ‘open’
7
Duration and timing
7
Numbers of participants
8
3.2. Styles of discourse: dialogue games and genres
8
3.3. Reliability and usability of the technology
8
Aids to communication
9
3.4. Pre-defined roles and interventions: animation and moderation
9
3.5. Transformation of online identities
9
3.6. The surrounding online context
9
3.7. The surrounding offline context
10
3.8. Addressing barriers
10
3.9. Topicality and timing
10
3.10. Looking beyond the online activity
10


1. Introduction: maxims of good practice

In conceptualising highly communicative online communities, it is useful to develop maxims of good practice, as it’s not really possible – with the state of research in this area – to propose clear models or frameworks as yet. And where these do exist - they have rarely been verified through systematic evaluation. Also the reality is that, depending on the type of community and communicative behaviour that is desired, exactly how such communities are cultivated and maintained will inevitably vary. In fact many misunderstandings arise because the term ‘online community’ is used too loosely, without meaningful qualification. Therefore we introduce the notion of different categories of online community. Our main motivation for doing this is to support the practical development of online communities, for more theory-oriented accounts see Wenger (1998) or Ravenscroft (2002), and for detailed descriptive accounts of specific educational applications see Preece (2000), McConnell (2000) and Salmon (2000). Some of the features we propose related to identity, diversity, reputation, trust, further networking and production have been adapted or informed by the previous work of Petrus (2002).

The classifications we introduce are not intended to capture the richness of different communities, but instead, are seeking to identify ‘core features’ that will assist the cultivation and development of online communities and communication. We classify communities as alpha, beta or gamma, to represent the degree to which they are developed, defined and coherent, where an alpha community is well-defined and coherent and a gamma community is typically quite diffuse and often lacking clear coherence. Of course, we do not argue that such categories of community clearly co-exist ‘in reality’, instead, actual communities at any moment in time will overlap these categories, but we hold that they will usually be ‘more in one category than another’. A main aim of introducing these classifications is that we can conceive community development as a transition from alpha, to beta and then gamma. Although, it is quite legitimate for a community to stay at any of these levels, as ultimately the community itself will decide the degree to which it wants to be ‘developed’. We will base this classification on four dimensions, namely: purpose, membership, shared practices and coherence. 

An Alpha community

An alpha community is typical of many online communities in the early stages of development. Often the goals and purpose of the community are being established, membership is open and quite fluid (e.g. people participate irregularly) and common practices are also being negotiated or emerging. Typically these communities are seeking to develop more coherence through shared activity.

A Beta community

A beta community is better defined than an alpha community, and is usually more coherent. These communities often have a relatively clear purpose (e.g. collaborative knowledge sharing and building) and unlimited membership amongst participants who share similar backgrounds and skills (e.g. academics, schoolteachers etc.). Usually there is a balance of established practices and ongoing negotiation of practice. 

A Gamma community

A gamma community, such as an online course, is well defined and coherent, with a clear purpose (e.g. to learn collaboratively and pass an assessment), has limited and defined membership (e.g. a class with stipulated pre-requisites) and well established practices (e.g. online discussion and mentoring).

As mentioned above, a main motivation for introducing these categories is to classify ‘what we have now’ with a view to developing a community from one type to another. Specifically, many initiatives in online communities are seeking to develop from an alpha to a beta community. The rest of this document is aimed at practically supporting this transition, as we argue that developing and cultivating a community is qualitatively quite different from improving or optimising the activity of an existing community. The failure to make this distinction causes many misunderstandings in both research and practice in online communities.

Throughout the rest of this document, examples are given in relation to an EC Socrates-Minerva project called VISIONARY, that is developing an online community to address violence prevention in schools.

Many of the maxims that apply to establishing and cultivating an online community also apply, more specifically, to online conferences. Specific points with regard to the latter are given in section 3.

2. Establishing and cultivating an online community 

2.1. Niche or purpose

There needs to be a clear niche/purpose/perceived value for an online community, along with an awareness of this within potential and existing members. This notion can be further refined by considering it from individual and contextual perspectives, i.e. there must be a personal predisposition to participate and a role for the online community within the wider context in which it will operate. 

e.g. School-children, teachers and other professionals need to deal with violence in schools and would welcome more information, knowledge and communication about the subject. Similarly, the institutions that these individuals work for, such as schools, psychological & health services etc. would benefit from their members participation.

2.2. Membership characteristics

Identifiable, eLiterate and in appropriate contexts

The members should be identifiable, eLiterate and operating in contexts – preferably on a daily basis - that provide a niche for or afford their participation. 

e.g. Some teachers may have the interest and concern relevant to the VISIONARY community, but lack the time, skills or facilities for participation. Conversely, school-children, academics and other professionals who spend a lot of time online, and are highly eLiterate, will have their participation afforded by related activities, such as participating in other similar online communities and activities.

Grounding and diversity

Members need to be sufficiently similar to share a common concern, interest or purpose and yet suitably diverse so that there is a useful and meaningful exchange of experience, information and knowledge. In other words, there should be sufficient grounding of knowledge within the community, yet enough asymmetry in knowledge and understanding to promote communicative behaviour.

e.g. School-children, parents, psychologists and teachers would all benefit from sharing their perspectives on violence in schools.

Identity, reputation and trust

Participants need to express and represent their identity online, so that as far as possible, members know ‘who’ they are interacting with and ‘what there perspective’ is. Similarly, participants need to trust one another, which means actual identities should be used and consistently represented. Failure to do this will inevitably lead to inappropriate behaviour under the guard of anonymity.

e.g. An individual’s prior experience of violence, that may range from recent personal involvement to professional management over a long period of time, will obviously influence the role they play in the community and who they interact with. Along similar lines, participants need to be sure that difficult, sensitive or stressful self-disclosure will be dealt with properly.

Managing expectations and working with predispositions

The community should clearly communicate its role to those who have a predisposition to participate or are actively involved. Types of stakeholders need to be made aware of what the community can do for them in particular.

e.g. School-children experiencing violence may be most interested in speaking to a professional for advice, whereas an academic may be more interested in finding out about scholarly publications on the subject.

Further networking

The community members should be encouraged to promote further membership, through recommendations, direct contact or linking with other relevant initiatives and communities.

e.g. Users could add links, be asked to suggest others or receive regular mail-shots asking for suggestions for new members.

2.3. Affording activities

General, common activities

The activities the community is undertaking or wishing to undertake should be facilitated or afforded by the available technology and the existing community. In other words, there needs to be technological and cultural affordances for community activity. The technology should bridge the gap between a predisposition to participate and being actively involved in the community. Specifically, members should be able to express their identity (in a permanent and accessible area), interact and communicate with others (via a range of CMC media) and exchange and accumulate experience, information and knowledge (e.g. through storing conferences, adding links to a knowledge base etc.). Ideally, the technology should actually be transparent, and afford communicative behaviour in ways that allow the behaviour itself to be the focus of the interaction, rather than how to use the technology. This is especially true for online conferences and other fora, that will be discussed in a separate section below.

e.g. Members should fill in a form which generates an ‘identity record’ or link to their personal web-page, be able to add links to other useful sites and interact with one another through online fora.

Authoring and production

One way to promote communication and activity within the community is through performing joint tasks with a clear and tangible product, such as a summary of a conference or a multimedia artefact. These products may then be disseminated both within and outside the community.

e.g. A conference could be summarised and the key points distributed via a mailing list. School-children could collaborate on an interactive document about their differing experience of violence in their schools.

Animateurs and Animating teams (A-teams)

One way to stimulate activity in a community is through the use of ‘Animateurs’ or Animating teams (hereafter ‘A-teams’). These A-teams should be key members or initiators of a community who engage in exemplar activities to ‘show the others what to do’. This notion is well founded in social learning theory (e.g. Bandura, 1977), as well as practical studies that have noted how lurkers become active participants through observing the interactions of others. As more members of the community become involved, the A-team can then ‘fade out’. Ideally, through this process, the community itself will eventually generate its own activities and ideas, in a more organic way.

e.g. Key members initiate and hold conferences to promote further communicative behaviour.

Sociability and forming relationships

We must be sufficiently sociable online, so that we can then develop the relationships and understandings that will allow the community to perform communicative activities in pursuit of its purpose. So we should encourage both formal and informal communicative interaction (though not necessarily in the same conference), where the latter is aimed at forming the sort of social relationships that can support the former.

e.g. Early stages of conferences encourage some self-disclosure about relevant personal information and refer to ‘identity records’ or personal web pages.

2.4. Management

The community must have a clear and negotiated management process that may be quite directive or more liberal, depending on the community. Whichever, the members must ‘feel’ that they are part of an organised, well-run and active community, with clear roles, responsibilities and division of labour. Practically, this means that access and design privileges need to be established and transparent (i.e. ‘who can do what in the web-site’). Specifically, access rights and strategies of moderators need to be established and transparent.

 e.g. Moderators need to be able to intervene and ‘remove’ people who behave inappropriately in conferences, or refer people to other agencies as appropriate.

3. Developing and maintaining online conferences 

Although conferences and other fora are meant to be principal activities of online communities, there are few practical illustrations of sustained and meaningful activity in communities other than those we could classify as gamma (i.e. clearly structured and defined communities, such as those arising in online courses). Many of the maxims that apply to online communities in general (given above) also apply to online conferences. Below, some additional considerations are given.
3.1. Managed or ‘open’

The members of a community need to decide whether a conference is to be managed or not, and this will typically be dictated by the nature of the conference. A completely open conference typically allows anyone to register and initiate discussions, uses standard CMC software and does not include pre-defined animateurs or moderators. Whereas a managed conference may invite participation, have a pre-defined topic and include clearly defined roles and strategies for animation and moderation. 

e.g. Discussing violence prevention in schools may always have to be managed to some degree, where a moderator has the right to remove upsetting or disturbing postings and ‘remove’ participants who offend, disturb or upset others. Similarly, the moderator may have to constantly monitor the conferences so that they can refer anyone displaying problems to appropriate professional agencies.

Duration and timing

When a conference is managed, then a time and duration has to be decided, that fits in with the other ongoing activities of the participants. There are no clear guidelines about this, but it is a key issue. There has to be enough time available for interlocutors to participate meaningfully whilst they are conducting other everyday activities, and yet, there must also be enough concentrated activity for the discussion to ‘flow’, with coherent and relevant discourse (e.g. contributions understood and responses noted etc.).

Numbers of participants

The optimal number of participants is also a tricky thing to specify. Again there is a tension between having enough participants to maintain an engaging dialogue whilst not having too many, so that the discourse becomes incoherent through too many unrelated contributions.

3.2. Styles of discourse: dialogue games and genres

Conferences are more likely to be successful if there is some idea of the style of discourse that is desired. Often, the notion of ‘a dialogue’ may be too broad, so we may want to define our activity further, as primarily ‘information exchange’, ‘dialectical discussion’, ‘critical analysis’ etc., or any combination of these. We can be flexible in the degree to which we conceptualise the desired dialogue. We could specify relatively formal dialogue-games, which define the goals, roles, strategies and tactics of interlocutors (e.g. see Ravenscroft & Pilkington, 2001). Or we could simply specify a discourse genre, such as ‘inquiry’ or ‘scaffolding’ dialogue. The key point is that by anticipating and specifying the sort of dialogue we desire, we can then specify – formal or informal - rules for the interaction, that can be operationalised through the activity of interlocutor roles (e.g. of moderator or animateur) and/or observing netiquette. Note, we are not being overly deterministic about the specifics of discourse, that will inevitably develop and flow in an organic way. But a notion of what type or patterns of dialogue we would like will should inform the context and structure we provide.

e.g. We may want to hold a conference for primarily ‘information exchange’, focussed on new initiatives relevant to the field, or hold a ‘dialectical discussion’ about how to deal with Bullying.

3.3. Reliability and usability of the technology

The functionality of the technology that supports online conferences must be reliable and transparent to contributors. The degree to which people expect to communicate freely during interactions should not be underestimated, and so the technology has to mediate this as elegantly as possible. If interlocutors fail to register or sign in, or have to use a different identity (because they have forgotten a username or password), or cannot see responses to their contributions etc., then the conventions for meaningful discourse breakdown, and people are likely to ‘drop out’ permanently. Or even worse, this negative experience could adversely affect their whole perception of the community.

e.g. If a participant forgets a password, then they should be able to retrieve it easily, otherwise they will either not sign in again, or they may sign in under a different identity.

Aids to communication

The technology should, as far as possible, stimulate and promote the online communication, rather than just facilitating it, e.g. clear threading of discussions and organisation of the interface is important. One particularly powerful feature, present in many conferencing systems, is the option to have email notification of a response to your contribution. This means that you can be ‘off the conference’ but made aware of relevant contributions that you can then address. Conferences that deploy this feature clearly have more coherent and engaging discussions.

3.4. Pre-defined roles and interventions: animation and moderation

The degree and type of animation and moderation within a conference is another key issue that has to be decided. Once again, there are no general guidelines about this, though it is accepted that pre-defined animateurs and moderators, who constantly monitor and participate, can often be necessary to stimulate and moderate discussions. A main point is that roles, strategies and rights of the moderator should be clear and explicit within the conference (e.g. agreed netiquette during registration). And ideally, members of the community should volunteer to these roles, rather than having them imposed. Animating may be the key factor in running successful conferences. As mentioned previously, people learn how to behave by observing others. So ‘scripting’ animation strategies and using A-teams to stimulate activity may be the best way to promote engaging, meaningful and coherent discourse.

e.g. An A-team of core VISIONARY members could demonstrate exemplar discussions during the early stages of conferences.

3.5. Transformation of online identities

As dialogue progresses and interlocutors develop better relationships and understanding there is usually a commensurate change in online identities. A community typically ‘gels’ when there is a clear expression of individual identity and a harmony between identities. In other words, people need to be clear and comfortable about ‘who they are’ online before they can communicate fluently with others on important matters. And noting the development, expression and harmonisation of identities will usually mean that the community is developing along the right lines.

e.g. A contributor may make occasional, piecemeal contributions, and be initially quite unsure about their role and be cautious of other people’s responses. But with continued participation their personality and identity become clearer as they develop a notion of their role in the group and the way this is anticipated or perceived by others. 

3.6. The surrounding online context

No behaviour occurs in a vacuum. Most successful conferences occur because participants already utilise the surrounding new media milieu, e.g. the BBC is the most popular site in Europe and its conferences are well subscribed because people use the site for many other reasons (e.g. news, downloading videos, digital radio etc.).

e.g. Users may use the VISIONARY site to simply search for information and may then decide to join a conference.

3.7. The surrounding offline context

Participants need to be operating in a physical setting that allows or affords interaction. They need to be in close proximity to a tool for CMC and in settings where online communication is common.

e.g. School teachers and pupils may not be in a setting (e.g. a classroom) that allows online communication during the day, whereas certain professionals and academics probably ‘sit at’ a computer for a considerable amount of time during the day (e.g. in an office).

3.8. Addressing barriers

There may be particular barriers that need to be addressed to promote communication and interaction that may be psychological, social, situational or practical in nature. These should be anticipated and addressed prior to running a conference.

e.g. it may be difficult to get the victims of bullying to self-disclose, because this may well be upsetting or traumatic for them.

3.9. Topicality and timing

Conferences are more likely to be successful if they are somewhat ‘reactive’, in response to topical issues arising in the media, e.g. the BBC, Radio 4, ‘Argue’ site holds conferences based on daily news items. So people contribute because they have heard/read the news and have a view on the topic. 

e.g. If Bullying is in the news and the public consciousness generally, then this would be a good time to hold a conference on the topic.

3.10. Looking beyond the online activity

A general principle in designing and maintaining online activity is to ‘look beyond the actual activity’. Nearly all communication can be conceived as meaningful and purposeful behaviour towards some goal within the environment. Therefore a conference should satisfy some need or predisposition to communicate and give some value in achieving a goal in the environment.

e.g. People who are actually having difficulty with bullying, will find a conference on this of more value than, say, someone with a more ‘academic’ interest in the area.
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