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“A Community will evolve only when the people control their means of communication.”

Franz Fanon 

"If you want to create change (in the workplace), start a conversation"

So says Theodore Zeldin, Oxford University historian, philosopher, management consultant and BBC radio personality. In the recent Harvard Business Review (December 2000) article entitled "Talk is cheap. Let's have a conversation", Professor Zeldin further states that what the new economy needs is a good chat, imploring us to have conversations about the emotional, intellectual and cultural dimensions of work.

This notion of conversation is also touted as the basic premise of the recent best seller Cluetrain Manifesto (http://www.cluetrain.com) where they assert that "…markets are conversations". The Cluetrain signatories believe "market "members" communicate in language that is natural, open, honest, direct, funny and often shocking. Whether explaining or complaining, joking or serious, the human voice is unmistakably genuine. It can't be faked".

So what's the big deal? We've been having conversations all along. Or have we? 

It would seem that our capacity for real conversation has been dramatically diminished by our incessant need to be "heard". Debate has displaced dialog. Contrary to Scott Pecks premise, we have sought first to be understood then to understand. And so, as Cluetrain purports, we have reduced our capacity to impart real understanding and knowledge sharing to "the soothing, humorless monotone of the mission statement, marketing brochure, and your-call-is-important-to-us busy signal. Same old tone, same old lies. No wonder networked markets have no respect for companies unable or unwilling to speak as they do."

The New conversation, says Zeldin, engages  in " world-changing dialog involving more than sending and receiving information. It demands that you start with a willingness to emerge a slightly different person. Results cannot be predicted, but adventure is guaranteed."

So if change is what you seek, start a conversation!

Community IS communication

Community is about access to valued resources held in the intellectual capital of people. This "capital" is both human (the value individuals can bring to others), social (the value inherent in groups) and economic (the financial capital inherent in value propositions as consummated through economic transactions). 

Community is a state of mind, not a place. It places people at the heart of community, NOT content. Content merely facilitates community collaboration in the same manner that this collaboration can facilitate transactions (social and financial).  It emerges, grows and sustains itself through a defined process of engagement (the community rules and the limits set by the tools). In essence, it is a social operating system connecting people into synergistic relationships of mutual value.  The resultant value of all community engagements is defined by the recipients of the value, NOT those delivering it. This is an inversion of existing markets, which tend to be defined by vendors, not consumers. Top down, versus bottom up. It's sustainability comes from the "recognition systems" and social norms (enabling self-reference, self-governance and self-organizing) employed to capture and extend all resulting value propositions (a new form of transaction capturing value exchanged beyond financial systems). This dynamic for "increasing returns" is at the core of the value community can bring to all enterprises. Content generates collaboration, which can yield transactions, which generate more content and so on.

The toolkit for community development is an integrated set of social and technical tools and processes. It is accessible everywhere, not deployed in a specific "place", affording value at the point of need. It is not limited to a place one goes to "be in community". The tools are simply a means to an end, not the end itself. A well-deployed community toolkit encourages increased value with each engagement, capturing and redeploying it's resultant content. Priming the pump for increasing returns.

Community is a process whereby trust ensures the necessary security for all participants to choose their own levels of participation. To manage their own content (content found within their profiles, or that which results from all interactions.). To self-govern within a framework of community norms established and refined through member participation.

We don't send folks "to community" but rather bring community (tools and processes) to them at their point of need. Through the successful engagement of these tools and processes, community emerges.

The formula for "community" looks like this:

Content( Collaboration( Commerce( content… ad infinitum

It’s the model for increasing returns.

Elements of Community

Hagel and Armstrong in their book Net Gain identify the following as elements of Community:
· distinctive focus, 
· integration of content and communications, 
· a valuing of member generated content, 
· an openness to competitive information/access and a commercial orientation
All Community efforts should manifest and weave these elements throughout the entire process integrating members, advisors, hosts, guides, partners and staff in an evolving Community experience for all.

Social Infrastructure for Community

Building online community requires 3 major considerations

· The ability to enable direct member communications (1:1, 1:many, many: many) when THEY need it (this is called self-referencing)

· The implementation of workflow processes for engaging members into community roles (esp. Member, Host, Facilitator, Moderator, Guide, Advisor, etc.) and nurturing connections among each other in effective and relevant ways (called self-organizing).

· The support of all Members through online interaction (real people) towards the understanding and integration of all services and roles offered (called self-governing).

Methods for Nurturing Conversation

Facilitation versus Moderation
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Facilitation utilizes methods of resistance removal as its core control mechanism. It supports self-organizing and distributes empowerment for conversation participation. Its self-governing nature allows the conversation norms (rules and boundaries) to be internally established and managed by the participants.

Moderation utilizes boundaries as its core control mechanism. Centralizes control over conversation. Governance is externally imposed; the moderator or the organization convening the "conversation" establishes rules and norms.

If a Talking Stick could (talk)…

Introducing: The Talking Stick"

Talking Stick is about the process of facilitating open, honest and trust-enriched conversation. It brings empowerment to all conversation participants (both speaker and lurker); enabling them to be heard or simply to hear  from those they wish to seek input. Displaces traditional roles played in "meetings" where ones title (CEO, President, etc.) can be a barrier to the conversation. 

A Talking Stick can be ANY "device":

· a traditional "Talking Stick" of wood, antlers, feathers and stones

· one made by folding participants business cards into a ring

· a microphone

· a pen

· this paper rolled into a cylinder and held in place with a band (perhaps signed first by each participant as a covenant for participation (an Add-Mission))
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History of The Talking Stick 

The Talking Stick is an ancient Aboriginal tool originally utilized for healing relationships through the process of learning to listen to others and to speak your truth. Its rich history also shows itsPRIVATE
 use for centuries by many American Indian tribes as a means of just and impartial hearing. The talking stick was commonly used in council circles to designate who had the right to speak. When matters of great concern came before the council, the leading elder would hold the talking stick and begin the discussion. When he finished what he had to say he would hold out the talking stick, and whoever wished to speak after him would take it. In this manner the stick was passed from one individual to another until all who wished to speak had done so. The stick was then passed back to the leading elder for safe keeping. 


It's NOT the Object but the Honor

Some tribes used a talking feather instead of a talking stick. Other tribes might have a peace pipe, a wampum belt, a sacred shell, or some other object by which they designate the right to speak. Whatever the object, it carries respect for free speech and assures the speaker he has the freedom and power to say what is in his heart without fear of reprisal or humiliation. 

Whoever holds the talking stick has within his hands the sacred power of words. Only he can speak while he holds the stick; the other council members must remain silent. 

Imagery associated with the Talking Stick

The eagle feather tied to the talking stick gives him the courage and wisdom to speak truthfully and wisely. The rabbit fur on the end of the stick reminds him that his words must come from his heart and that they must be soft and warm. The blue stone will remind him that the Great Spirit hears the message of his heart as well as the words he speaks. The shell, iridescent and ever changing, reminds him that all creation changes -- the days, the seasons, the years -- and people and situations change, too. The four colors of beads -- yellow for the sunrise (east), red for the sunset (west), white for the snow (north) and green for the earth (south) -- are symbolic of the powers of the universe he has in his hands at the moment to speak what is in his heart. Attached to the stick are strands of hair from the great buffalo. He who speaks may do so with the power and strength of this great animal. 


Bringing Honor to Conversation
The speaker should not forget that he carries within himself a sacred spark of the Great Spirit, and therefore he is also sacred. If he feels he cannot honor the talking stick with his words, he should refrain from speaking so he will not dishonor himself. When he is again in control of his words, the stick will be returned to him. 

Facilitating Effective Online Conversation 

FaciliTips: Quick Tips for Online Facilitation

Nancy White nancyw@fullcirc.com

"Leveraging All Participation"

General Tips

· Assume good intent. Remind others of this simple trick. 

· Role model the behavior you wish others to use. 

· Practice and encourage the practice of active listening/reading. 

· Be as explicit as possible in your communication. 

· Don't automatically assume understanding -- ask for clarification as needed. 

· Build trust by doing what you say you will do. Encourage others to do the same. 

· Trust is slow to be granted, easily taken away. Encourage an environment that values trust. 

· Use irony and humor with care as it does not always come across online as you might have intended. You can always use emoticons to clarify! ;-) 

· Think before you hit the button and a post goes up. 

· Approach every contribution with curiosity, expecting surprise and wonder . . . 

Process Facilitation Tips

· Make rules, expectations or norms consistent, explicit and clear. 

· Provide orientation materials and paths for all new members. 

· Provide ongoing (and often repeated) guidance on "what goes where" in an interaction space. 

· Encourage the use of personal profiles to build relationships. 

· Respond to all first-time participants. Welcome people by name. 

· Acknowledge and reciprocate participation. 

· Use questions to encourage participation. 

· Utilize small group activities to build relationships and "getting acquainted." 

· Let others know when you will be offline for extended periods of time. 

· Notice if someone is "missing" for long periods of time. Email them and invite them back. 

· Help members take ownership of the interaction space. 

· Encourage people to mentor and assist each other. Recognize mentors. 

· Draw out the quiet members. 

· Help focus the chatters. 

· Don't fan the flames (or the flamers!) (see difficult situations below). 

· Ask members for feedback. What is working for them? What is not? What is missing? 

· Stimulate input with positive private emails 

· Consider cultural differences of participants 

· Nurture others to help host and facilitate the group. 

· reply to messages that get no other recognition. Even if it is a treading water reply" 

· Use recognizable names or pseuds (for chat and such) 

· Respect copyright and confidentiality. Do not repost other's postings or emails without explicit permission. 

Task Oriented Facilitation

· Make purpose and task VERY clear/visible/explicit. 

· Post timelines and reminders. 

· Agree on process issues up front. Address as needed on an on-going basis. 

· Make roles and responsibilities clear and visible. 

· Use email as appropriately for notification. 

· Summarize and/or index conversations of value to make them accessible to the group. 

· Monitor member activity with available tools to guage participation and alter your facilitation strategy accordingly. 

· When activity levels drop, evaluate to ensure you have compelling reasons for participation: real work, learning, shared tasked, personal or professional development. 

Tips for Dealing with Difficult Situations

· Don't be intimidated by challenges. They are learning opportunities when handled with grace. 

· Help bring learning out of friction or "creative abrasion." 

· Help people understand how they come across if others are having difficulty with them. Consider doing this offline. 

· Avoid "one-upmanship" and point-by-point defenses which usually only escalate problems. 

· Use back channel email to resolve problems unless the issue involves a larger group. 

· Use your administration tools (ie deleting posts)lightly and carefully. 

· Don't assume a lack of response means dissent or assent. Seek explicit responses. 

Structural & Content Tips

· Provide great links, resources and relevant, stimulating content to foster interaction. 

· Label topic and conference items clearly 

· Frame topic openers clearly and demonstrate the goal or purpose of the topic or thread. 

· Take into account participation from different time zones. 

· Explore the use of color and images as communication and facilitation tools. 

· Keep "conversations" in their most logical place -- social chat in social spaces, content or action specific interaction in their own spaces or topics. 

· Look for participation patterns and changes in conversations. 

· Open new topics to support new threads as needed. 

· Observe the rhythm of topics and close old topics as they grow dormant. 

· Consider time-delimited events or topics to foster activity. 

· Keep the online space free from "garbage" such as duplicate posts, or disallowed content (ie. pornograpy, advertising or whatever your group norms dictate.) 

· Don't pile too much into one post. Break it up into small paragraphs or multiple posts, especially if you are dealing with more than one point or topic. 

· Don't obsess about typos. Life is too short. 

One for the Road...

· Facilitation is the combination of knowledge and practice. So practice, practice, practice. 

· Read between the lines. 

· Seek to be fair. 

· Have fun. 

· Use common sense. 

· When all else fails, ask and listen. Again. Again.

CHECKLIST of Facilitator Competencies, Tasks and Roles

Compiled through collaboration among members of the Communities of Practice eGroup

Join at: http://www.egroups.com/group/com-prac
· identify the group's purpose, vision, mission, roles, goals, and/or objectives;

· clarify the intent of the meeting, conversation, or discussion as necessary;

· get commitment from people to engage (time, duration, energy, interest);

· assess the group's readiness to participate (size, experience, passion);

· select situationally appropriate communication interfaces (technology, tools);

· allocate sufficient times (synchronous) or places (asynchronous) to contribute;

· introduce people (invite sharing of personal demographic information);

· set non-negotiable ground rules (anonymity, confidentiality, right to pass);

· develop operating principles (single speaking, unconditional positive regard);

· remind people of group norms (share these with new members and old timers);

· gain compliance with above norms (criteria, ground rules, operating principles);

· help people correctly understand and interpret what others are contributing;

· create criteria for starting, ending, splitting or combining dialog threads;

· stay on track, avoid inappropriate tangential discussions or side conversations;

· prevent potential information overload from large flow of asynchronous data;

· avert confusion from parallel processing of multiple synchronous contributions;

· help folks gain competence with communication interfaces (technology, tools);

· encourage silent or shy lurkers to contribute (allay trust, fear or risk);

· invite participation (lurkers, missing members, broad perspectives, resources);

· create a forum for discussion (safe sanctuary for open communication);

· acknowledge differences, address diversity, and avoid developing prejudices;

· resolve conflict between individuals, while still maintaining fruitful debate;

· move from talk to walk (know how and when to end discussion and start action);

· encourage introductions, replies, sharing links, (post your own if needed);

· grant access (permission, subscriptions, welcomes, unsubscriptions, thanks);

· block inappropriate content (advertising, vacation messages, file attachments);

· redirect bounces (garbled messages, posting errors, HTML incompatibilities);

· be a help desk (answer people's questions about technology and netiquette);

· keep a permanent record (archive) of the meeting, conversation, or discussion;

· protect archives according to ethical principles (security, privacy, alteration);

· Encourage diversity by recognition/acknowledgement of new posters or content (instead of, or as well as, "validate the reply" i.e. validate the replier)

· Encourage sustained participation and deeper dialogue by recognizing people who respond to postings with detailed information and questions on what the comment/article meant to them and how they benefited from reading it.

Styles to consider

· ask provocative single questions and avoid definitive statements;

· seek variety, multiplicity, and depth from a diversity of answers; 

· use open ended questions (to encourage deeper more thoughtful responses);

· contribute (write, speak, type, draw, mime) clearly and concisely;

· pause and wait (don't rush to fill the silence, take time to think);

· listen to the reply (pay attention to what is shared and what is not);

· validate the reply (to encourage later contributions from others);

· summarize it (to show you understand, no need to agree);

· offer a response (without value-laden opinion);


What NOT to do
· don't suggest answers to questions (let people use their own words); 

· don't finish ideas for folks (let them struggle to find their own valuable ones);

· don't accept the first answer (let the group exhaust all possibilities);

· don't judge, compare or contrast people with others (real or imagined); 

· don't provide false feedback, insincere praise, or unwarranted criticism;

· don't assume what is best for a group (help them to decide for themselves); and 

· don't always focus on negatives, mistakes, setbacks, failures, and weaknesses.

References Resources and Recognition

Online Facilitation eGroups List

Moderator: Nancy White

http://www.egroups.com/group/onlinefacilitation
The Electronic Discussion on Group Facilitation
Process Expertise for Group Effectiveness
Moderator: Sandor P. Schuman
http://www.albany.edu/cpr/gf 

Communities of Practice: Learning as a Social System

Etienne Wenger

http://www.co-i-l.com/coil/knowledge-garden/cop/lss.shtml 

Cluetrain Manifesto (http://www.cluetrain.com)

NetGain (http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0875847595/qid%3D967780709/sr%3D1-1/103-1406763-0475018)

The http://List-Tips.com/ 

Ezine Gives You A Daily Email List-Owner Tip, Trick, Suggestion, Secret, or Resource That You Can Use To Build, Grow, Maintain Your List. 

To Join, Email: mailto:join-list-tips@sparklist.com
Communities of Practice eGroups List

http://www.egroups.com/group/com-prac

FaciliTips: Quick Tips for Online Facilitation 
Have additions and suggestions? Email them to nancyw@fullcirc.com 

http://www.fullcirc.com/community/facilitips.htm

Carol Locust, Ph.D.
Native American Research and Training Center, Tucson, Arizona
(Tribal affiliation -- Eastern Band Cherokee)

comments@acaciart.com 
The Talking Stick Reflection

Marsha Forest & Jack Pearpoint

http://www.inclusion.com/tools_1.html 

Online Moderator Guidelines and Community-Building Tips, By Gail Ann Williams 

Adapted from The WELL Host Manual by John Hoag. Copyright 1997, The WELL. 
http://www.well.com/confteam/hosting.html
Notes from Uri Merry, Mihaela Moussou, Margaret McIntyre, Denham Grey, TJ Elliott and others from the Knowledge Ecology Work Group at http://www.co-i-l.com
Online Facilitation Classes from Wise Circle Training
 http://www.fullcirc.com/ws/wisecircle.htm 
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fa-cil-i-tate v.t. 1. To make easy or easier, 2. To lighten the work of; assist; help





fa-cil-i-ta-tion, n. 1. Increased ease of performance of any action, resulting from the lessening of nerve resistance by the continued successive application of the necessary stimulus; opposed to inhibition





mod-er-ate v. 1. To keep within bounds; restrain; 2. Within reasonable limits; avoiding excesses or extremes; temperate, 3. Mild; calm; gentle; not violent





mod-er-a-tion n. 1. A moderating or bringing within bounds, 2. Avoidance of excesses or extremes, 3. Absence of violence; calmness
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