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BACKGROUND

Traditional face-to-face (F2F) group facilitation is a well evolved practice. Roger Schwarz defined it as “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” (Schwarz, 1994, p 4). Like most practices, facilitation includes a wide range of techniques and philosophical underpinning. For example, while Schwarz notes that group members can’t formally fill the role of facilitator, or do not have decision-making power, there are other models that include both these conditions. Some F2F facilitators argue that an online interaction is not at the same level of quality as F2F and that online is not a place that good facilitation can occur. These issues are not addressed in this article, but are important for consideration.

CREATION OF A NEW

ENVIRONMENT FOR HUMAN

INTERACTION

Facilitation of distributed groups has been practiced since the emergence of telecommunications channels. It was implicit and present online in the early ARPANET. Katie Hafner, in Where Wizards Stay Up Late: The Origins of the Internet (1993), notes the emergence of the moderator role taken on by Einar Stefferud for the Arpanet mailing list MSGGROUP starting in 1975. “Before long, the bulk of the daily housekeeping chores fell to Stefferud, who began in the job by keeping the list of MsgGroup participants, signing up newcomers, cajoling them into posting introductory biographies of themselves, and sorting out bounced mail” (p 201). The role of moderator became even more visible when Usenet emerged in 1979 to become a central “online gathering space.” Groups were now regularly interacting in the computer-mediated environment. 

Henry Edward Hardy, in his History of Usenet (1993), offered a number of examples about the evolving social practices that emerged in Usenet. “The Great Renaming” in 1986-1987 can be viewed not only as a taxonomic reorganization, but a way to move “talk” groups that were exhibiting behavior unacceptable to other users off to their own area. It ushered in the formal distinction between  moderated and unmoderated groups. Similarly, Ward Christianson’s invention of the first electronic bulletin board in 1977-1978 offered groups another way to “be together” and introduced new dynamics of the discussion board. With the explosion of e-mail, e-mail lists provided another group online interaction environment. With the development of e-mail list technologies such as Listserv®, moderation functions were explicitly designed into the software to support the very functions identified in USENET—approving or rejecting memberships, messages and enforcing group norms and agreements. The technologies started to provide functions for the newly emerging social practices.

As the technologies evolved, more online interaction possibilities emerged. The two forces developed together. This new and evolving medium called forth the need for new modalities and social structures, and thus, a new form of group facilitation. Andrew Feenberg (1989) was one of the earliest to write about the practices of online social interaction (without mentioning either facilitation or moderation). He noticed the differences between computer- mediated communication and F2F communication, with a particular focus on how the technology impacted the human interactions. Howard Rheingold (1993, 2000), in his seminal book, Virtual Community, offered more context about the social side of the interactions and the first close look from a group perspective. Both noted the differences in communication modalities and their impact on human communication, which still define the differentiating core of online facilitation. The differences were specifically around working in a mostly text-based, asynchronous environment that was quite different from F2F synchronous conversation. Body language and tone were reduced. More time for consideration was added in. More and different people could participate.

Hardy wrote, “People on the Net act differently than they would if they were to meet FTF [face to face]. In fact, the Net contains within it not merely one new human culture, but many. Different networks using different technologies have evolved different sub-cultures. Only the most foresighted scholars could have anticipated even part of the magnificent and peculiar structure which has been erected upon the modest foundations the origins of which have been outlined here” (1993, www.vrx.net/usenet/history/hardy).

Online Group Facilitation Skills

FROM MODERATION TO

FACILITATION

In the early online groups, these initial roles were often called moderators (for Usenet and mailing lists) or hosts (for bulletin boards). Their primary functions were to enforce group norms and protocols, control access and determine which messages stayed and which were deleted. It was a gatekeeper function. The secondary role of stimulating conversation or interaction did not gain prominence until the emergence of “virtual communities,” most often exemplified by the Well (www.well.com), with its well-defined volunteer hosts structure that exists to this day. The most important role for hosts on the Well was to foster the conversation, individual and group identity, and sociability of the topical areas for which they were responsible. Similar developments occurred in the early commercial online communities of Compuserve, Genie, Prodigy, AOL and others. Early facilitators from these groups went on to describe and define much of the early practice in their community documents, including guidelines for hosting online communities and conversations. Interestingly, over time, the costs of supporting facilitated spaces may have led to many of them being shuttered by owners, such as Genie and Prodigy. Practices around welcoming and orienting new members, role-modeling acceptable behaviors, working through problems “behind the scenes” and supporting quality conversation, content and connection were key developments in this period. 

The first instance using the term “facilitation” that can be found in the Usenet archives is in a post from 1993, in the K12.chat.teacher group. “Volunteers are needed, especially teachers experienced in online facilitation.” The term shows up again in 1994, in the  comp.groupware.lotusnotes.misc; and in misc.business.facilitators in 1995, particularly around the emergence of groupware tools for business teams. By 1995, Zane Berge and others were looking at the specific application of moderation to scholarly discussion lists and learning settings, anticipating the explosion of the online learning sector.

In the rush to launch online communities for business purposes during 1996 and 1997, the emphasis was again on control and accountability more than fostering sociability or the accomplishment of specific group purposes. Hired to be “moderators” in online communities, many facilitators found themselves doing mostly custodial chores such as moving and deleting messages and reminding people of the rules. They often represented ownership (or were the actual owners) and had a vested interest in making sure that the rules were followed. Their role was to enforce rather than facilitate. It was at this phase that some community owners turned to “terms of service” or “acceptable use policies” as ways to enforce behaviors. For many sites, these policies did not effectively replace human facilitation, allowing their online communities to be dominated by spammers and flamers, drowning out those who wished to engage in calmer discourse. The value of actual group facilitation often became clear only in hindsight, as sites closed down due to an absence of a true sense of community and shared purpose or interest.  Facilitators played these roles in the more successful communities. Other sites created massive structures on the premise of “build it and they will come,” only to find that new users often needed an “onramp” to get comfortable, precisely the role that facilitators had played in earlier successful groups.

Quietly, another group started looking at how online tools could help groups accomplish their purposes, and found the need to look more specifically at group facilitation practices. Jessica Lipnak and Jeffrey Stamps focused on the team collaboration aspect of  distributed work. Peter and Trudy Johnson-Lenz, originators of the term “groupware,” launched innovative experiments using Lotus Notes in 1996. Lisa Kimball and colleagues at the Meta Network, founded in 1993, (www.tmn.com/), began to thoughtfully write about online group practices. Kimball taught what is thought to be the first workshop on online facilitation in 1997. Michele Paradis and Nancy White continue to offer the workshop (www.fullcirc.com/ws.onfaccourse.htm).

In 1997, Liz Rykert published Working Together Online, and the term “online facilitation” was making regular appearances across the Web. In August 1999, the Yahoo Group, “OnlineFacilitation” began. In December 2004, a Google search for “online facilitation” yielded more than 14,000 hits. Online facilitation had become a recognized practice.

GROWTH AND DIFFERENTIATION

The domain of online facilitation started as a predominantly custodial function, with list moderation evolved to group social interaction support; now it has four very broad sub-areas: facilitation of

• distributed learning

• distributed teams

• distributed communities

• commercial sites (e-commerce, gaming, etc.)

These in turn vary individually by the purpose of the group, by the technologies applied, and the size and boundary definitions of the group, creating a complex mosaic of online groups and interactions. What each of these four areas share in common is that they build on basic group facilitation. They also involve a certain amount of technical support, managerial functions (most familiar in F2F teams, but present across many types of groups that exist in a complex environment) and social support within the distributed environment. The most diverse and inventive practices in the field appear around the scaffolding for social interaction in what is often a new environment for participants. The technology functions present challenges to practitioners, who see themselves as stronger in the social sciences than in technology, requiring a stretch beyond previous comfort zones. What differentiates the sub areas is the particular set of tensions they operate within.

Facilitation of distributed learning (also called distance education or e-learning) is the most defined and well described sub-domain. Gilly Salmon offered one of the most oft-cited models in her 2000 book, E-Moderating, based on her work at the United Kingdom’s Open University. Berge (1995) and many others have produced detailed research and descriptions of online facilitation practices in education. The key tensions in this practice are focused on efficiency (how much time can an instructor spend facilitating an online learning experience to both get optimal outcomes and an affordable model); pedagogical approach (the tensions around “sage on the stage,” often associated with information delivery, and “guide by the side,” associated with a more constructivist approach); and facilitating for diverse learner styles and needs. 

Facilitation of distributed teams (also called virtual teams) is probably the fastest-growing area, and, again, is well studied and documented in the literature. The increased globalization of business and the complex, border spanning activities that are involved suggest that facilitating distributed groups will become a key business competency. Leading thinkers in this field have included Lipnack and Stamps, Duarte and Snyder, Mazinevski and many others. The main tensions of this sub-domain are task accomplishment coordination needs, working across boundaries (such as cultural, time-zone, geographic and organizational) and the need to pay more attention to the use of specific technological tools. For example, facilitating on a wiki, which does not differentiate individual

authors, is very different from facilitating an e-mail list with moderating tools. Facilitating in a team that uses blogs will be quite different.

Facilitation of distributed communities and networks is the most diffuse sub-domain, covering a wide variety of groups, technologies and situations. Distributed communities probably represent the largest number of actual users, considering the thousands of e-mail groups that exist. There are Yahoo e-mail list groups around training and development, knitting and experimental physics. There

are loosely connected communities of bloggers who blog on social change, technology and politics. Many of these are self-organizing or un-facilitated voluntary groups. There are also many mission critical groups, which include distributed communities of practice; professional networks and action-oriented groups that emerge from looser groups; and small, tight, geographically bound groups that emerge from social networking sites. There is a great deal of variation between these groups and the tensions they work within. A look at the hacker community (Himanen, 2002) shows that there are guiding figures and “referee communities” that exert a facilitation

influence, but one quite different from having a more traditional facilitator. Others are highly structured and facilitated.

Communities that have more-defined purposes and that are tied to organizational outcomes and expectations work with the challenges of stimulating sufficient attention and participation, management of individual identity within and across groups and the creation of value and return on investment. Looser groups with less-defined purposes face a different set of tensions around attention

and participation, direction of the group and the management of size compared to the types of interaction desired by the members. Larger formations, more appropriately viewed as networks rather than bounded groups, introduce yet more complexity and opportunity. 

Facilitation of commercial sites is an important and unique sub-domain. Again, it operates across a diverse set of situations, but it deals with a tension between need for efficiency and effectiveness. This sub-domain was one of the most visible in the late 1990s, with the explosion of dotcom businesses using “online community” as a strategy. While facilitators in these settings were often

positioned as gatekeepers, rule enforcers and message moderators, facilitators in business communities are now the front line for customer service, new product development and consumer feedback.

KEY SKILLS OF AN ONLINE FACILITATOR

Over time, the skills of an online facilitator have grown beyond the custodial and managerial skills of early online lists, adding an array of technical skills. They combine basic group facilitation skills with the unique needs of the online environment. The skills represent a range of styles across different domains and technologies. The skill set is complicated, suggesting the value of learning with and from other facilitators in a community of practice. The adage that “those who plan to teach online should first be an online student” is good advice. 

A central tension in online facilitation is the fact that the online experience is designed ostensibly for a group, but is experienced individually by each participant. Imagine each member of a group seated, most often alone, in front of a computer. With technical limitations still restricting the effective transmission of body language and tone, and with fewer ongoing, subtle feedback mechanisms, online interactions can sometimes feel like a group of people going in completely different directions. The “hyperlinked” nature of online interaction spaces can challenge a more linear preference or process. The online facilitator has to be sensitive to and juggle all these factors. Some of the unique skills for an online facilitator include:

• Self-awareness and the ability to transparently project one’s identity.

• Tolerance for ambiguity and uncertainty and ability to sense nuance and subtlety (reading between the lines).

• Ability to move from implicit assumptions to explicit actions that can surface the meaning of silences and discern engagement levels of participants.

• Ability to keep awareness and coherence while facilitating across multiple “threads” and focus areas. (In F2F, the facilitator usually has a more limited range of focus.)

• Well-practiced questioning and “listening” skills.

• Rapid reading and writing skills.

• Ability to synthesize disparate pieces of information into a cogent whole, sometimes to extract usable “product” from a group’s interaction.

• Ability to work with and across diverse cultures and styles.

• Ability to work across technical platforms and modalities, including jumping between F2F and online. New platforms may require the facilitator to try new tools, troubleshoot and help participants, and learn simple programming skills.

• Good judgment to deal with the “darker side” of online interactions with respect to flaming, stalking, identity theft and being able to facilitate conflict in a productive manner.

FUTURE TRENDS

Looking into the future where we can expect online interactions to proliferate, online facilitation will be a key competency. Some groups will benefit from their inherent ability to facilitate themselves. This implies not only facilitation skills but also online participation skills. Other groups will benefit from active facilitation. Businesses, particularly global and distributed organizations, would be wise to start assessing employees for their online skills, particularly global and networked organizations.

In an increasingly digital world, younger generations will bring new skills and competencies, such as those from the online gaming world. These have the potential to transform the practice of online facilitation as we know it today. The skilled facilitator will have to work comfortably with the digital generation as well as those new to the online world, bridging across the two as Internet access spreads across the globe.

With the increase in more loosely defined networks, research is needed into the practices around facilitating interaction within these networks, paying particular attention to the self-facilitation of emergent groups within networks. How can these interactions be the best possible quality? What quality is needed? Does a photo-sharing network need facilitation? Do social networking sites need facilitation, or are they different, or do they need some other kind of facilitation? Or is there something different and useful?

The tension between the individual experience and the collective purpose will remain. Hopefully we will cope with it using new technology tools and drawing upon our growing knowledge of online interaction and facilitation. As more individuals participate in more online groups, management of multi-membership across platforms will create new tensions. Attention to how individuals deal with the volume that can be generated will require attention.

Ever-evolving sets of tools will require quick adaptive skills in facilitators. New tools facilitating presence, identity, assessment in both work and learning settings will offer new opportunities.

Finally, the ability to gracefully and sensitively span and cross all of the cultural boundaries found in the digital environment – national, linguistic, cultural, age, gender, organizational, occupational – will be a key, prized competency.

CONCLUSION

Online facilitation, born in ARPANET and Usenet, has emerged as a key competency in our current global reality. We span time and distance through technology, but we must pay attention to how it is done – and done well. Online facilitation offers an important piece of that puzzle.
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KEY TERMS

Facilitator: “A facilitator is someone who uses knowledge of group processes to formulate and deliver the

needed structure for meeting interactions to be effective. The facilitator focuses on effective processes (meeting

dynamics) allowing the participants to focus on the content or the substance of their work together” (www.iafworld.

org/files/public/FacilitatorMnl.pdf).

Flamer: “A person who flames (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Flamer). Flaming is the performance of posting

messages that are deliberately hostile and insulting in the social context of a discussion board (usually on the

Internet.”

Moderator: “A moderator is a person who rates the quality of a comment posted on a Web site, message board

or Internet Relay Chat channel. The purpose is to prevent trolling, abuse of the comment system, and ultimately

ensure that posts are not clearly antagonizing others” (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Moderator_ %28communications%

29).

Spammer: “A person who sends or posts spam. Spamming is the act of sending unsolicited electronics messages in bulk. One … on the spam problem in 1998 refers to such messages as, ‘an endless stream of useless text’” (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Spammer).

Terms of Service (TOS) or Acceptable Use Policies: “Terms of Service are rules by which one must agree to abide by in order to use a service” (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Terms_of_Service)

USENET: “Usenet, or Unix User Network, is a communications medium in which users read and post textual

messages (called ‘articles’) to a number of distributed newsgroups (incorrectly called Bulletin board system

because of their similarity of the unaware observer). The medium is sustained among a large number of servers,

which store and forward messages with one another” (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Usenet).

Virtual or Online Community: “A virtual community is a ‘group (sociology)’ whose members are connected by

means of information technologies, typically the Internet. Similar terms include online community and mediated

community” (http://en.wikipedia.org/ wiki/Virtual_community). Often, these communities are differentiated from looser groups by having a shared purpose, defined membership and interaction that continues over time.

Virtual Team: “A Virtual Team—also known as a Geographically Dispersed Team—is a group of individuals

who work across time, space, and organizational boundaries with links strengthened by webs of communication

technology” (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Virtual_team)
