Community Moderation and Snipping of Messages

Discussion thread from ActKM community

May, 2006

<Ed.note: some minor punctuation additions have been made to enhance clarity.>

Use these links to jump:      Summary         Suggested Netiquette         Full Discussion
Summary:  

David Snowden started a lengthy and animated discussion with his observation that a former member Euan Semple had left the list because of ActKM’s moderation, and had written about it on his own blog.   Dave raised the question of whether it’s time to eliminate moderation in the list.  Some good points regarding ActKM’s community moderation were raised in the following discussion thread, and they are distilled here:

· We want to provide the right underlying conditions to allow exchanges about content, substance, and logic to flourish, and to help us both create and share knowledge.

· Is it time to relax the moderation practices in this community or find a simpler control mechanism, such as placing only new members under moderation?

· Moderation arrangements are not sufficiently transparent for those not affected by them to have sufficient confidence in them.

· Appropriate moderation can contribute to open inquiry and safeguard the underlying conditions that are necessary to practice it.

· What are alternatives to moderation, and should we try a new approach? 

· Are “censorship” and “snipping” previously read messages from the bottom of new messages the same thing?  

· Some people have a philosophical objection to 'censorship of any form'.  Many believe the discussion should not be censored unless it borders on libel or pure invective.

· Members receiving digests prefer snipped messages.  Many members receiving individual postings prefer to have the full thread contained in each message. 

· The technology currently used cannot produce a digest that automatically removes previous posts, allowing only the new posting to be sent.

· Moderation helps to maintain high quality, however, moderation imposes workload on those doing the moderation.

· Some members feel somewhat insulted by having their messages moderated despite a long and valuable contribution to actKM, and that such moderation implies they are not trusted.

· At times when emotions run high, intervention is required whether the list is moderated or not 

· Sending rude back channel messages to moderators who are performing a simple and routine activity is not acceptable

· Current moderation arrangements are interrupting a smooth flow of exchanges, especially across hemispheres (ie when we are sleeping in Oz messages are not being moderated).  Adding some northern hemisphere moderators might accelerate the turn around time on getting postings out.

· Peer pressure to stay within some basic rules of behaviour leads to a reasonable level of self-regulation

· Collective self-moderation through conflict seems to be a particular characteristic of ACT-KM.  Conflict can be a community-building device.  Some people believe this type of emotionally charged debate helps new ideas or initiatives grow.

· Many who have received moderation are supporters of having it continue.

· Everyone appreciates that spam and flaming are moderated out of this forum.

· A risk of removing moderation is that we will always be reactive and may find ourselves acting after things have gotten out of control, as has happened in the past.

· Even something that is not broken can sometimes be improved. 

· A survey was set up to get the community’s opinions on moderation and snipping, however, the questions used were challenged and there were some technical barriers.

Proposed Netiquette – Summary

David Jaques-Watson suggested (full message appears starting on page 34) that part of the FAQ for the community (as well as the rules of behaviours, escalation procedures, etc) should include the elements of basic Netiquette group members should adhere to.  Modified slightly to fit ActKM, here are his suggestions:

· All messages should have a meaningful title. Please don't use “Re: [ActKM] Digest,Volume 4,Issue 28" or anything similar.

· Please remember that the list membership is international. For some subscribers English is a second language. Please consider this before replying to messages.

· Any message over about 150 lines should be labeled as LONG in the title. This gives a warning to those running terminal sessions over slow links. In many countries even local calls cost money. 

· If you have a very long message that is not relevant to everybody, please consider making it available on an FTP or WWW site instead. Then announce its existence on the list. A good example of material suitable for this is program listings and scripts. (Use ANNOUNCE or AD in the title for any offerings.)

· Discussion of current events without specific reference to ActKM or knowledge management, particularly of a religious/political nature is discouraged.

· Flame wars should be quickly extinguished or moved to personal email addresses.

· When quoting, please follow these guidelines:

· Please quote the minimum amount possible to show what you are responding to. Remember everybody has already read the original message, they just need to remember it! 

· Please don't paste in 5 generations of replies on a particular topic, or an entire 150-line message. Excerpts work best.

· Don't quote signatures.

· Don't quote a message just to say "me too".

· Remember that copyright applies on the net too. Get permission before extensively quoting a published work.

· Signatures should be limited to around 4 lines please.

· MIME types such as BASE64 aren't handled too well in digest format, so please avoid using them.

· HTML isn't handled well by digest format, and some mail readers can't handle it at all. Please use plain English ASCII text.

Full Discussion:

Here is the discussion as it occurred, beginning on May 25, 2006.

David Snowden:

I just picked this up from Euan's blog <Ed.Note: Euan Semple>:

"Bye bye act-km

I have been a member of the act-km mailing list on Yahoo for a few years now and though it has been of variable use to me I kept involved for the odd interesting post.

Since the beginning I have been bothered by the fact that they moderate the forum and have expressed frustration that the flow of conversation is often interrupted by having to wait for someone in Australia to OK our posts.

There has also been a debate recently about whether it is good netiquette to include threads in our replies or to snip them. I personally favour keeping the thread there as it makes conversations easier to track and bandwidth and disk space are cheap these days.

I just replied to a thread, with the thread included in the post, with a one line response and had my reply bounced by the moderator because it was too long!!

I'm off ...."
Now I think (and hope that I am not alone) in thinking that the loss of Euan falls into the category of BAD things.  I would imagine the reject was a mouse slip (??) but overall it may be time to get rid of moderation - how often would it be abused in practice?

Patrick Lambe:

"Bye-Bye Act-KM" - Euan Semple got fed up yesterday at having a message bounced because he didn't snip prior messages in his post. Thanks Maish for the reference.

  http://theobvious.typepad.com/blog/2006/05/bye_bye_actkm.html
I've just commented on this on Euan's blog and at www.greenchameleon.com  - my take is that if Euan has a problem with ACT-KM, moderation and snipping, he should really raise it here.

David Snowden:

I commented along the same lines on Euan's blog and think the reaction was excessive to a small provocation.

That said I think as a forum there are some things to think about here.   Slowing down the flow with moderation is an issue - I wonder if a better way of handling spamming, mass promotion etc isn't a simple three strikes and out approach to membership of the group - with suspension for people who break the rules.   Snipping is a problem and we don't really have any sensible guidelines as to when to snip or not to snip.  Is it possible (to take an alternative approach) to automatically snip any posting of more than a certain length?

Whatever there is a need for transparency.  I don't know (well I know some names) who is making the decisions on what I read or do not read in this forum or what is or is not too long.

Euan may have been thinking of leaving for some time - that's his call and we should not change rules to accommodate one person.  However we should take note of a stance here from one of the leading lights in social computing.  The argument is an ideological one about openness and it may well be that moderation is no longer the best way of managing postings to this forum

David Williams:

<Ed. Note: David is a moderator of ActKM list>

We have discussed the issue of whether to moderate or not to moderate on a number of occasions and there are many pros and cons.  Considering some of the legal 'issues' we have been faced with, some extreme views, blatant marketing and unwanted spam, we had decided to continue to moderate.  I know we are more than happy to have some moderators from other time zones to streamline the process.   

Please put your hands up!

I am disappointed that Euan pulled out as I have enjoyed his contribution. However, the snipping was an attempt to streamline the messages and I am sure that the exec is open to further discussion on the topic.

I expect Mark to throw an opinion in later today when he gets out of a workshop and that we can continue have an intelligent and less emotive debate on the issue.

Patrick Lambe:

However bad we are at doing it [and oops, in our last exchange, neither of us snipped!] snipping is just good manners, and it shouldn't do any of us any harm, however grand, to be reminded of that once in a while. 

Dave said: 

<<The argument is an ideological one about openness and it may well be that moderation is no longer the best way of managing postings to this forum >>

As for moderation, I'm a strong supporter of it, in fact I think the quality of act-km moderation is very high, it's low key, but critical for preserving our space from crazy, misguided and plain bad people. However, the transparency question is one worth pursuing (I think we discussed this at the last conference too). We talked about having a place/web page where all "unacceptable" posts get posted (not emailed to the group) so we can see just what the moderators do. We also talked about having a moderators' blog.

One last comment: as we saw from the archetype of the "Backstabber" when we looked at the culture of ACT-KM over a year ago, the online environment is one where people can very easily feel more threatened than is justified. Negativity is amplified by the absence of visual cues and body language. I know from several conversations with ACT-KM moderators that theirs is a particularly stressful task, because pardon my language, they get all the shit and none of the kudos. The back channel stuff they have had to deal with has been very nasty at times, and it's hard not to take things personally. Moderating is no fun, the moderators don't get a kick out of it, they don't enhance their profiles through it, and if they were power mad crypto-dictators, I think we'd pick that up pretty quickly. On ACT-KM they also have a culture of not speaking up for themselves so that the community can have their say. Frankly, I can't see any benefit in the job apart from altruistic satisfaction.

David Snowden:

Moderation is a thankless task and I think the implication in one posting to Euan's blog implying that all censorship implies fascism were excessive.

However it does not follow that because moderators do a noble task, and do it without pay, getting lots of shit etc. etc., that it then follows that moderation is a good thing.  It might imply the opposite, that moderation is something we should try and reduce so that time could be but into posting to the forum itself.

My suggestion for discussion (and it is not more than that) is some simpler control mechanisms.   If you do these things (X,Y,Z) then you will be warned and possibly banned from the group.  That way everyone can moderate by indicating that something has broken a rule.  Banning might require a decision to be made transparently by a named group of people.   Automatically snipping all posts longer than a page encourage brief postings and gets rid of history if it breaks the rule).  Both of these might take a bit more effort to get started, but the system would then be more self-regulating.

It’s an idea, triggered by Euan's withdrawal.

Patrick Lambe:

<<However it does not follow that because moderators do a noble task, and do it without pay, getting lots of shit etc. etc., that it then follows that moderation is a good thing.  It might imply the opposite, that moderation is something we should try and reduce so that time could be but into posting to the forum itself.>>

Fair enough Dave, I'd be interested to hear what other group members and moderators think. Why not experiment?

I think groupie behaviours and "jumping on" activity is common to Forum-space as it is in Blog-space, except that as you say, the Blog-space does seem less open to having pack behaviour challenged. Maybe that's why I thought Euan's blogpost less than social behaviour... he went "over there" to talk about "us" instead of "saying it to our face". What a funny world we've made for ourselves.

Andy Roberts:

On 25/05/06, Patrick Lambe wrote:

“I think groupie behaviours and "jumping on" activity is common to Forum-space as it is in Blog-space, except that as you say, the Blog-space does seem less open to having pack behaviour challenged. Maybe that's why I thought Euan's blogpost less than social behaviour... he went "over there" to talk about "us" instead of "saying it to our face". What a funny world we've made for ourselves.”

After having had one of his emails rejected I can understand anyone being reluctant to start up a meta-conversation about it under the same restrictions, but it's happened anyway as a result of the blog post.

Mark Schenk:  

<Ed. Note: Mark is a moderator of ActKM list>

Hi everyone,

As a courtesy to our members, several months ago actKM instituted the practice of asking members to 'snip' their posts rather than include the (often lengthy) previous messages in a thread.  Moderators simply send the message back to the poster, politely asking them to snip the previous posts and re-post their message.  This was all that happened with Euan. I think his reaction is most regrettable. 

The 'snipping' requirement was introduced after debate on the list, and it was publicly announced. So, I would take this opportunity to remind everyone to help out by snipping their postings. 

Regarding how frequently postings are 'rejected' - it happens infrequently (apart from asking people to snip posts - which happens every day). The rejection of postings for unacceptable content generally comes in a rush at times of heightened emotions or controversy that are obvious to all.

Moderation is a routine administrative function unless behaviour deteriorates and emotions cloud judgment, at which time moderation becomes very onerous. We frequently delete postings such as out-of-office auto responses and the like (and I will try to collect some stats on this and post them to the list).

My opinions are:

1) sending rude back channel messages to moderators who are performing a simple and routine activity is not acceptable

2) moderation is only a burden when emotions run high, at which time intervention is required whether the list is moderated or not (and for which rules as suggested by Dave Snowden can help)

3) we should not make a mountain out of a molehill on this issue - I will set up a quick online survey and ask the members 'to snip, or not to snip' - and accept that we will not please everyone. 

Does anyone want to produce a summary of this list's previous debates on the issue of moderation and post it to the group as an important step in continuing this debate?

P. Arumugam:

Dear David,

Moderation is very essential for maintaining a forum like actKM and KM-Forum. As one of the moderator for KM-Forum (http://ncsi.iisc.ernet.in/mailman/listinfo/km-forum ), I am getting so many spam and unwanted marketing advertisement for moderation. That needs to be filtered. Otherwise members will get many unwanted mail in their inbox. We are not changing any information in members post. But we should read the post before approve into the forum. Even some members are requesting us to filter some one line informations. But we cannot do that. Because, it will be valuable to others. While posting members can avoid such kind one line messages. 

So moderation activity is very essential for this kind of global discussion forum. 

I guess we can expect lot of discussion on this topic

David Snowden:

We are all agreed (I think from those who have participated to date) that unwanted spam, marketing etc is undesirable.  My suggestion to not to put a lot of energy into monitoring all posts, but instead to moderate the perpetrators of poor online behaviour by expulsion.

Stephanie Lemieux:

Dave said:  

My suggestion to not to put a lot of energy into monitoring all posts, but instead to moderate the perpetrators of poor online behaviour by expulsion
I am a moderator over at the Taxonomy Community of Practice, running on a Yahoo group. We have over 600 members, and do not approve posts. In the past 6 months, we have only had one spammer, and we gently remind members to trim when it gets out of hand.

I have not found any significant advantages to controlling posting - it just seems to be more work.

Rowan Lane:

Personally I dislike censorship in all its forms.  It is after all only one group imposing their views on another group.  What is or is not "Extreme" is very much a matter of opinion.  So I would vote against controlling all posts and in favour of much more "hands off" control as has been suggested by Stephanie and Dave.

Regarding "Snipping" it suits me better to have all the messages in the e-mail so that I can flip to the bottom and read the lot.  If I don't want to read the lot I don't have to scroll down.  Snipping is actually only of value, I think, to those who receive the digest, and indeed it was originally suggested by someone precisely because of the digest.  So why not just modify the digest to include only the last e-mail in any message?

Kaye Vivian:

I agree P. Arumugam that "Moderation is very essential for maintaining a forum like actKM and KM-Forum."   I have been a hot respondent to more than one message here where I felt attacked, and had my reply held.  What I have valued in the experience is that the moderator (in this case, Mark) was unfailingly polite, kind and balanced, taking the time to explain to me why my message was held, and even telling me what he thought was inflammatory in my message (usually just a few word choices or a single sentence).  I actually came away from "being moderated" with a very positive feeling, useful instruction in how to communicate more effectively, and greater trust in the community. I'm glad someone is holding everyone equally to a high standard.

I weigh in on the side of snipping all prior postings from a reply.  The people who don't want to snip must be getting the individual postings rather than a digest. The digest is completely unreadable with string after string of repeated messages.  You can't easily find the new ones, and the scroll can be up to 30 screens long for 5-7 new posts.  Perhaps it would be useful in the survey to also ask what form the members receive their mail from the group -- people who log in or who get the single reply messages are probably okay with leaving the long thread attached.  It's likely the people who choose a digest form who suffer from the extra "footage".

As far as restricting postings to one screen, I consider that too controlling.  I am in the "wordy" camp, because I typically respond fully to requests for information or experience, and telling the story often takes more than two paragraphs.  Would you rather I constantly point you to my blog and make lengthy replies there?  That seems to diminish the value of having a forum.  I'd welcome guidance for which replies should be in a private email or posted elsewhere, but until I have that, I assume that if someone asks and I have relevant information to give, he/she or the group will accept my choice of how much I say. Not all replies can/should be confined to a single paragraph, even if that makes reading easier for some.  As far as I can tell, the delete button still works for messages that are "too long". :)

Neil Lynch:

Personal observations:

*  I generally prefer 'unsnipped' - being lazy I can read a thread without having to open up multiple messages; and

*  I have participated in many forums and, except for a few work-place forums, all have, or would have, benefited from moderation at some point.

*  Moderation on act-KM seems to be 'light-touch' but am happy to be advised otherwise.

A question for moderators.  How easy/difficult would it be to develop some 'simple' stats - even if only for a 1 week period - to give the rest of us some idea of the reality of moderation (e.g. total messages, passed unchanged, passed with some change, rejected SPAM, rejected flame, etc).  "Get lost" is an acceptable response...

Kelly A. Green:

Perhaps a more moderate form of moderation could be used. It does seem a waste (and to some an insult) to moderate long standing members who have never caused a problem.

Some list mechanisms allow a group to require registration to weed out bots and obvious marketers. On many of my yahoo and ASIST groups -- this method is used. Another successful tactic I've seen is to start all new members under moderation. Once they have posted x posts w/o problems, they are released from moderation.  Moderators are relieved from previewing messages that are unlikely to be troublesome and the conversation flows more naturally. 

Less successful have been those forums that only required x amount of time before releasing new members from moderation. Are any of these approaches possible?

As far as inflammatory responses -- I've seen forums that are quite good at self-policing. The power of peer pressure in an active forum can be impressive. Even on a list with NO rules (except threat of physical harm or copyright infringement) -- the members self police and will roundly put a troublemaker in their place. The list is a rather interesting study in human behavior. I don't propose a professional list such as this go *that* far -- especially if you are moderating out inflammatory threads. However, it is amazing how informal rules have evolved on the "free for all" list, in spite of the absence of official rules.

I can empathize with the problems of waiting for a half day to get a response.  It is awkward at times to wait a day to see my post and receive responses. However, since I'm a half-day away from many of you -- I'd wait a while to receive a response anyway I suppose. Unless anyone here is a sleep poster? <gryn>

Mark Schenk:

Kelly Green wrote

<Perhaps a more moderate form of moderation could be used. It does seem a waste (and to some an insult) to moderate long standing members who have never caused a problem.>

Kelly, I sent two posts back to you overnight requesting they be snipped.  This is all that happened to Euan.  I worry that your email implies that such action is 'immoderate' and potentially insulting.  If you felt this action was either insulting or immoderate, please let the group know – if yes we will cease the practice of snipping immediately and I would ask you to share the messages I sent with the list.  

The snipping thing was only introduced to assist members (mostly those using the digest). The logic was that 'not snipping' renders the digest highly unusable, whereas opening the earlier messages (for those who don't use the digest) was only a minor inconvenience - ie a small price for some in exchange for a big benefit for others.  Additionally, good snipping practice includes the relevant parts of earlier posts and minimises the need to read a whole thread.

As for comments such as Rowan's 

<Personally I dislike censorship in all its forms.  It is after all only one group imposing their views on another group.  What is or is not "Extreme" is very much a matter of opinion.>  

If we want to talk about insulting, lets start here.  Be careful what you wish for. Sitting on the sidelines throwing rocks (in this case implying that actKM moderation is akin to censorship) at a function designed to assist the efficient functioning of the group does not add value to the debate. And I would remind everyone that when the going gets rough it is more often than not the moderators who are resisting calls from the group to remove, ban, censor or censure other group members.  

Having said all that, we are already investigating the suggestions put forward such as automatically removing previous posts from the digest and I will let you know if this is technically feasible and practical. Patrick's suggestion about a moderator's blog or similar will also be examined, maybe the forum part of the website is a good place for this. And if the group decides it doesn't require moderation, then there will nothing but relief from the moderation team.

Kelly A. Green:
Dave, 

In my experience, it really varies. I have seen the situation you are describing -- generally those blogs concentrate the conversation within the blog itself. That is, between blogger and comments. Political and social issue focused blogs seem to be most prone to clump together.

However, there are a number of blogs linking to one another in a conversational manner and thus discussing things blog to blog. I have found that the biblioblogosphere (library types) are more conversational across blogs then KM and CM folks.  I would venture that it stems from a difference in job environments. Most of the KM bloggers seem to be consultants and/or those on the conference circuit. Most of the library bloggers are Practitioner first, while some are frequent conference speakers as well. Consultant blogs seem to tend toward an instructional voice -- "here is the best way to do x". Whereas the biblioblogosphere seems to have a more conversational voice. For example, I don't often see in the KM and CM blogs concepts of "how do you do xyz?", "this is what we are encountering, have you had this happen?" or a sharing of a success or frustration that tends to lead to discussion.  Don't get me wrong, plenty of librarian types will share an instructional how to as well. It just doesn't dominate the tone of the blog. 

I have been thinking along these lines for a while. Observing how the flow across blogs differs amongst communities. Some IA and marketing blogs seem to fall into the instructional voice more often as well.

Mind -- these are generalizations for the sake of discussion. I'm sure there are exceptions to the statements above.

David Snowden:
Thanks Kelly (and for all of us who do not use the digest I did not snip) It’s worth looking at the postings on Euan's blog www.theobviousblog.net/blog/ to see some of what I mean.  Aside from  Patrick (who even by his standards is in school master mode) there is an assumption from most of those posting that the moderators of the  

ACT forum are some how or other control freaks.  Ie there is an immediate clumping of an ideological position without any questioning or fact checking.

Its one of the things that worries me most about blogs as a social phenomenon (and thinks like the wikkipedia) in that concepts of truth go out of the window and we move from the wisdom of the crowds to the tyranny of the masses.

Incidentally I thought the idea of moderating new members and only carrying the original email on to the digest an excellent idea

Patrick Lambe:

warning: relatively long post, but snipped.
Dave said: 

<<Its worth looking at the postings on Euan's blog http://www.theobviousblog.net/blog/ to see some of what I mean.  Aside from Patrick (who even by his standards is in school master mode) there is a assumption from most of those posting that the moderators of the ACT forum are some how or other control freaks.  Ie there is am immediate clumping of an ideological position without any questioning or fact checking. >>
Have been thinking about your fascinating question overnight (and will try to resist being schoolmasterly in response ;-))
There's an openness and boundedness issue here, and I'm trying to put my finger on it. Blogs in a sense are much more "open" in that they are usually individual voices broadcasting to the world at large, and they have to compete for attention, so the temptation towards "display" whether it be posturing, entertainment, wit, or cleverness, is very high. But although they are theoretically open, as you say they often pick up coteries of comment-givers who say "hurray!" "bloody good!" every now and then on cue. 

This isn't always the case, Euan pointed out in his blog that he finds the quality of conversations he gets on his blog is much higher because of a better "signal to noise ratio" compared to a forum. And I really liked Kelly's example of collegial cross-blog conversations.

In forums, on the other hand, "display" might be tolerated for a while, but will usually eventually be checked, because everybody else shares the space and people get fed up. We are more accountable because the community is more bounded, has an identity of sorts, and this constrains our tendency towards over-reaching ourselves. But "quality" of conversation in terms of satisfying personal agendas and exploration might, as Euan says, be diluted.

I think you're also right about the temptation to make rapid assumptions and not to check facts in blogs - the ease with which immoderate voices can prevail. Communities moderate behaviours more actively (with or without official moderators), the blogosphere is too loosely connected for that to happen except in the most immoderate of circumstances.

I think part of the reason for this is that blogs take our conversations and fragment them - as we multiply the ways in which we have conversations (face to face, by email, by telephone/skype, by forum, by blog) we increasingly fragment - or strip away - the contexts of those conversations. To give an example: yesterday I was having three or four completely separate conversations about this matter, none of which really connected with each other. One was in the comments on Euan's blog. One was a conversation with myself on my own blog. Another was on ACT-KM. Another was back channel emails with other ACT-KM members, a number of them expressing personal opinions it would be dangerous to mention in public. ;) 

Euan's post lacked all of the context of HIS other conversations, for example his exchange with the moderators. We don't know whether it was civil or uncivil. We don't know what else fed into his decision, or the other conversations that he's been having with other people but which condition his stance. The context of how and why ACT-KM does what it does was almost completely missing from his blog, leading to an over-easy condemnation by ideologues.
My point is that at least within a community, we have the chance to round out, capture and map as much of the context as we can, and be more balanced in our reflection. We can be held more accountable, and it's possible to have a full-ish account. Forums "contain" the community and enable community more. In the blogosphere, it seems so easy to lose (conveniently or otherwise), miss, or forget context and not be reminded of it, with the possible exception of Kelly's "conversational networks". It's more egocentric. Which is what I suppose created my initial sense of discomfort with Euan's mode of acting. Blogs are supposed to be "social software" - but are they actually less social than they seem?

This sense of fragmentation ties in with some observations in Miguel Cornejo Castro's wonderful paper "Revisiting communities of practice" on Knowledgeboard http://www.knowledgeboard.com/cgi-bin/item.cgi?id=2713 (free registration required to download).

David Snowden: (DELETE?)

Thanks Patrick - a shift from schoolmasterly to scholarly!

There is an interesting social phenomenon here, and we can take another example from the colonisation of the US by Europe.  There was (from a European perspective if not Native Americans ravaged by small pox) a wide-open territory with infinite space.  It therefore attracted people of like mind into many small communities.  The level of religious isolation and the sheer number of sects in North America (less so Canada) remains far greater than that of Europe where tighter connection enforced greater challenge (some of it bloody).

I wonder if we have something similar here with blogs - we also have the emphasis on the individual (something that is better described as social atomism) that characterised the establishment of the USA in social practice as well as intellectual theory.   The famous case here from "Geography of Thought" is a useful reminder - asked "Which is the odd one out?" in respect of COW, CHICKEN and GRASS most people from the US will exclude Grass because they think in categories while Asians exclude Chicken (along with the celts) on the basis that the Cow has a relationship with the grass but not with the Chicken.  It’s a very old philosophical debate with practical outcomes (lots of people have died over it, think of Protestant V Catholic, Marxist V capitalist etc.).

The idea I am putting forward here is that the net as it currently stands, with blogs, wikis etc., while allowing multiple connections, can decrease connectivity as it allows like to clump with and reinforce like with like - in the same way as the wide open spaces of North America encouraged isolated communities to form.  As the web grows it may increase social isolation, allow the growth of fanatics with self-reinforcing belief systems.   We have already seen some of that in the French referendum on the currency.
Stuart Kay:
Having participated in the past in some immoderate debates, I'm very grateful to the moderators for their work.  I'm also grateful to them for the elimination of most of the spam and junk.  One of the things that keeps actkm humming along is that the conversation maintains a pretty high degree of quality (though, of course, different threads will be of differing levels of interest to different people); I think moderation helps to maintain that level of quality.

Thanks, and keep up the good work!

Colin McIvor:

An interesting debate. I must confess that it is difficult to know what to do re the moderation - we have about 14,000 employees and run about 140 different discussion forums in a wide range of technical and non-technical areas and have never used moderation and in the past 4 years have only had to intervene on one minor occasion - however all of these are internal so we are not faced with the problem of having people coming in from outside. I would agree that the moderation effort would be well directed towards getting rid of unwanted people and letting the genuine forum members have open slather.

Btw don't like snipping, prefer to have everything in front of me

Paolina Martin:

OK, I've snipped, for better or for worse! 

As a newcomer to actKM, almost 5 months into it now, I found this community vibrant and comfortably casual, and I like it. A balance of intellects and intuitives, not that I see them as opposites.  I must admit I waited quietly on the side to get a sense of the people in the community before attempting my first post.

I also got a sense that you have come a long way as a community, even to cause the yahoo shut-down to stir up so much emotion.  Point I'm making is the community seems to have evolved pretty well, so if it ain't broke, why fix it? I have often seen situations where people meddle with almost perfect situations only to make them worse.  The baby just gets thrown out with the bathwater.  A few years later, when things don't seem right, everyone's missing the baby and (usually) nobody remembers how and why it disappeared.

Bill Hall:

Given that I subscribe to a number of forums and am on everyone's spam list because I choose to make my contact details public (I have ended up advising three excellent PhD students as a result), I have no choice but to put high volume lists like Actkm on digest.

For me the long tails on otherwise brief posts make it very difficult to determine where the next post begins to say noting of giving my scroll finger RSI.

Re moderation, I'm happy to see flagrant and repeated violators of customs banned, but I don't get fussed by the odd flame or advert. They are easily passed over. I would rather not see individual posts banned, and especially I would not like to see critical or argumentative posters banned (as was the case with Mark McElroy and Joe Firestone some time back) just because the majority didn't like to have their pet ideas criticised in a sometimes long-windedly punctilious way. In this particular case, the debates that were censored actually dealt with different approaches to foundation problems in KM that should be important to all of us.

So, I would be happy:

(1) to see some self-moderation in the direction of clipping interminable copies of the same posts from continuing threads, and
(2) to remove the onerous task of vetting each post from the moderators, while leaving them with the capacity to ban repetitive spammers and obvious nut-cases.

Patrick Lambe:

Bill said: 

I would rather not see individual posts banned, and especially I would not like to see critical or argumentative posters banned (as was the case with Mark McElroy and Joe Firestone some time back) just because the majority didn't like to have their pet ideas criticised in a sometimes long-windedly punctilious way. In this particular case, the debates that were censored actually dealt with different approaches to foundation problems in KM that should be important to all of us.
As I recall, it was only the final debate in the "world series" with McElroy and Firestone that was "censored" - and only after several upsurges in community sentiment. Certain protagonists were stopped from posting for a cooling down period. One of them returned to make continuing fruitful contributions.

Collective self-moderation through conflict seems to be a particular characteristic of ACT-KM. This has reminded me of a study I did tracking and mapping one of those debates, and how the emotional intensity varied. It shows up some fascinating patterns, such as gender-based behaviours, community self-moderation, and conflict being used as a community-building device. I have posted the paper at

http://www.greenchameleon.com/gc/article_detail/conflict_gender_and_identity_in_online_communities/
Grace L. Judson:

Having been on lists where flame wars erupted, to the detriment of all, and also where spammers ran riot, I have only one thing to say about ACT-KM:

Thank you, Moderators, from the bottom of my heart, for keeping the conversation flowing, keeping out the spam and the trolls, and having a delicate touch to keep heated conversation intact but not sparking into wildfire.

I think there are a few of us here who very much appreciate your work, and I'm certainly one of them!

Keith De La Rue:

All - 

Obviously there are divided opinions about snipping.  As I use the digest only, I find the unsnipped copies of previous messages intensely annoying.  It is often hard to detect whether you are reading the next new message or an older thread, as not all of them are indented or quoted with angle brackets.  Often the messages from the thread are in the same digest anyway.  If there was some way of (easily) snipping messages for the digest version only that would be ideal - but I suspect that this may be yet another onerous task for someone!

Notwithstanding this, I am also of the opinion that *not* snipping a message may also be a lazy way of posting.  Why not just include the part of the previous message you are referring to as a quote?  This will make your post far more readable as a stand-alone item.  Patrick has given us some good examples of how simple and effective this can be in recent posts.  If we really need to go back and follow the full thread, all the posts are there to read.  

I also have no problem with ACT-KM's moderation.  I suspect that there is no other workable solution to spam and other unacceptable posting behaviour.  Blocking by originating email address is not terrible effective, as anyone really wanting to post need only keep changing addresses.  

Kaye Vivian:

Keith, I agree with your comments.  I think the issue of "snipping" for most people is not the extra effort of deleting the messages before posting, but rather that they select the topics or senders they want to read (which you can see if you get the individual messages), and it's handier to be able to read the entire thread in that one message they select to read. 

Kaye Vivian:

For the benefit of anyone who doesn't see the digest, here is just the opening from today's daily digest I received.  I suggest you change your settings for just one week, and then conduct the debate about whether snipping is best for the group or not.  You should see the challenge first hand.   Looks like there were too many "entitities" for the entire range of postings today!  Snips would solve that problem, I think.  I hope the digest format can be modified!

***********************

Warning: The message contains too many entities (i.e., message body and attachments). InterScan MSS aborted scanning after scanning 50 entities.

***********************

Send Actkm mailing list submissions to


Actkm at actkm.org
To subscribe or unsubscribe via the World Wide Web, visit


http://actkm.org/mailman/listinfo/actkm_actkm.org
or, via email, send a message with subject or body 'help' to


Actkm-request at actkm.org
You can reach the person managing the list at


Actkm-owner at actkm.org
When replying, please edit your Subject line so it is more specific

than "Re: Contents of Actkm digest..."

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------

Today's Topics:

   1. ANNOUNCE: CPsquare visit with Steve Denning about "Leader's

      Guide to Storytelling" (John D. Smith)

   2. Research methods in KM (Greg Timbrell)

   3. Re: Knowledge sharing literature (David Snowden)

   4. (no subject) (David Snowden)

   5. Euan Semple blogs on leaving act-km

      (Patrick Lambe Green Chameleon SG)

   6. Re: (no subject) (Patrick Lambe Green Chameleon SG)

   7. Re: (no subject) (David Snowden)

   8. Re: Research methods in KM (David Snowden)

   9. Moderation (WILLIAMS,David)

  10. Re: Bye Bye Euan... to moderate or not to moderate?

      (Patrick Lambe Green Chameleon SG)

  11. Re: Bye Bye Euan... to moderate or not to moderate?

      (David Snowden)

  12. Re: Moderation (aru mugam)

  13. Re: Moderation (Lynch, Neil)

  14. Re: Bye Bye Euan... to moderate or not to moderate?

      (Patrick Lambe Green Chameleon SG)

  15. Re: Bye Bye Euan... to moderate or not to moderate? (Andy Roberts)

  16. Re: Moderation (David Snowden)

  17. Re: Moderation (Stephanie Lemieux)

  18. Re: Bye Bye Euan... to moderate or not to moderate? (Mark Schenk)

  19. Re: Knowledge Sharing Literature (Gisela Scheinpflug)

  20. Re: Moderation (Kelly A Green)

  21. RE blog vs. forum cultures (Kelly A Green)

  22. Re: Moderation (Kaye Vivian)

  23. Re: Moderation (Rowan Lane)

  24. Re: RE blog vs. forum cultures (David Snowden)

  25. Re: Moderation (Mark Schenk)

  26. Re: Moderation (Kay, Stuart)

  27. Re: Moderation (McIvor, Colin (Perth))

<snip --  all messages and all their repetitive attachments, about 50 message screens worth>
KK Aw:
I see this as a technology problem.  Can the news server not automatically perform the snipping during the generation of the digest?  If not, then it should be a small challenge to the developers of news servers.

Mark Schenk:
KK Aw wrote:

<Can the news server not automatically perform the snipping during the generation of the digest? If not, then it should be a small challenge to the developers of news servers.>
I have checked with our (very professional) IT support provider who advises that the 'mailman' application used by actKM does not enable automatic clipping of previous posts, and cannot be set up to allow the moderators to edit posts (think of how much flak we would get over that one) and clip out the previous messages in a thread.  While developers of new systems might find creating such functionality a trivial task, modifying our existing application isn't.

David Snowden:

just a suggestion - to Bill and Kaye on snipping

Like a lot of others I like to be able to see the thread, so do not   the digest - and I am on a lot of lists and get in the region of  3-400 emails a day that I have to answer.

The solution is easy - sort by subject, then the different lists serves appear with their subjects in alpha sequence.  I delete the threads I am not interested and read the rest

Mark Schenk:

Hi everyone,

A survey has been set up to get some data around the issues of snipping, use of digests, and the need for moderation.  The survey is on our website 'Bulletin Board' area and can be accessed here. 

http://www.actkm.org/forum/index.php?board=3.0
There are three yes-no questions. You don't need to register to vote, but if you would like to add comments (which would be great) you need to be registered on the Bulletin Board area of the website (which takes only a few seconds).

It would be valuable if as many people as possible took the opportunity to vote on these questions. The survey will be open for one week - closing 4pm AEST (GMT +10hrs) next Friday.

David Snowden:

OK I give up

How do I vote?  I found the questions but there is nowhere to vote.   

If I click on the question it shows me the voting to date but again nothing to click on

Joe Firestone:

Hi Patrick,

Nice paper, but it's hard to evaluate your coding decisions without more details correlating your global judgments to message detail. 

One correction and an amplification to your reference to my poverty series on act-km. There were 10 blog posts involved and these followed an 11th post on rules and learning in list servs that also talked, in part, about act-km. The 11th post is at:

http://radio.weblogs.com/0135950/2004/06/03.html#a21
For the record, I think that act-km is much more 'open' in my sense of the term than it used to be and that moderation has helped greatly in dampening conflict intensity, while still allowing conflicting views and opinions.

Patrick Lambe:

Thanks Joe.

You asked about coding decisions:

· "reflexive" was used for posts that commented on the character of the discussion rather than the topics being discussed. 

· "aggressive" was used whenever there appeared to be emotive language (phrases like "jump to conclusions" "sweeping judgments" adjectives like "specious" "uncritical" or other ad hominem comments in a post)

· "supportive" was used whenever a post used language expressly supporting a previous poster or their comments

"informational" was used for posts that simply discussed the matter in a tempered, objective fashion without emotive language, without expressly supporting another member's previous comment.
I actually found it really easy to do the coding (conflicts do seem to simplify things) - but I'd be happy for a second or third pair of eyes to go through the archive (which is still on Yahoo Groups) and try a parallel count (as we'd have to I suppose if it were to be submitted to an academic journal). Thanks for the link to the 11th post.

Shawn Callahan:

I noticed you needed to login or register to cast a vote. So imagine people wont bother. Mark is on the road and Ron, who set it up, will be back in an hour to change the setting so you don't have to log in. So hold off until it's is as simple as possible.

David Snowden:

Thanks Shawn

Can I also point out that the questions would never pass the Electoral Reform Society rules - for example on the question of snipping one side of the vote is presented by the moderator with no balance!  Given that voting allows for five options it might be better to have more than a simple yes/no.  For example "Snipping longer than" rather than a simple yes or no.  Another example would be Moderation of participants or content - at the moment is a simple yes/no to moderation.   In effect the way the questions are posed will support the status quo.

Ron Rogers:
<Ed. Note: Ron is a moderator of ActKM list>

Dave,
The questions are just to get the ball rolling and see what the overall feeling is currently the list goes to 458 people, input from a significant number would be good.

On the question of snipping some people like to read the whole thing in one post, some like to just see the latest reply.  If you want the full post and all replies answer No, if you would like to see it shortened the yes and add your comment.

For moderation, currently the list will accept posts if the sending email address is registered, this chops out about 99% of spam, we also had a couple of issues with virused emails (only the moderators were affected). Anti virus is now on the server, this should capture another 0.9% of problems. For the rest it is up to you (and I mean that as a collective) if you want the current moderators to continue the action of vetting all posts before they go out Vote Yes. If you believe the posts to the list should just go straight through then Vote No.

Either way is someone abuses the system and spams everyone then that person will find they get moderated pretty quickly. For interest sake I am un-moderated advantage of being system Admin :)

Keep in mind I am not part of the committee, just the guy who keeps things running for you all, Mark is travelling at the moment and may respond later. The moderation team take care of the list but I generally keep an eye on the Bulletin Board (we changed the name this afternoon from "Forum" so as to reduce confusion for everyone)

Ron Rogers:
Sorry everyone mistake on my part, according to the Administration settings for the Bulletin Board it looked like we could have the poll setup so guests could vote. This is not the case, as the system requires the user to be logged in for tracking purposes no way around that.

You will need to sign up to Vote, to make things easier for the moment I have relaxed the sign up procedure so that as soon as you sign up your account is activated (Rather than having to wait for the email and follow the link back).

Mark Schenk:

Apologies for the technical cock-up with needing to register to do the survey.  But it is probably for the best given Dave's critique of it.  It would be great if Dave S would develop a survey that meets the Electoral Reform Society rules so we can find out how many people use the digest functionality etc.  I look forward to having it critiqued by the group. 

To those that opine that moderation is unnecessary, or bad, thank you for your opinions.  Please provide examples where moderation has had negative effects. Even the example from Bill Hall earlier today where members had posting privileges removed has (in hindsight) had very positive effects, with one of those affected choosing to continue to participate, in a modified style, and being one of the most reasonable and insightful members of the list - and making an important contribution in helping actKM get through the deletion of our Yahoo group earlier this year.  actKM also learned a lot about moderation from this and other incidents.

The lack of continuity over time zones is easily addressed by including some northern hemisphere moderators and the only reason this hasn't happened yet is because I haven't gotten around to organising it, and for that I apologise.  Mea Culpa.  If the issue is transparency (as indicated by Dave S), will Patrick's earlier suggestions fit the bill?

I also repeat my request of earlier today for someone to volunteer to summarise this list's previous debates on the issue of moderation – there are some poignant examples of the benefits of moderation there and why not practice a bit of knowledge management heh?  

actKM has needed its moderation to survive several 'critical moments'.

Sure, everything is rosy at the moment so moderation appears superfluous and there are some strong voices airing their opinions on this.  But is it really that easy? Could be like outsourcing, downsizing etc- and assumptions about being able to turn everything back should things go bad are untested and might be invalid.  Reminds me of Dirty Harry: "are you feeling lucky punk.well..are you?"   Also Paolina's earlier post advising 'if it ain't broke, why fix it'. 

I am conscious of feeling defensive about the issue of moderation.  If we give up on it, let's be bloody sure we know what we're doing.    

David Snowden:

OK lets get positive!   I also agree with Mark that the prior censorship/moderation was a good thing and improved the group.  However it can be argued it is now slowing it down a bit.  So how about the following questions - and answers (given that Yahoo allows multiple answers)

In respect of moderation do you think

1  that all posts should be moderated as at present before being posted
2  that a group of moderators should keep an eye on things and correct people off line if they break the rules

3  that new member posts should be moderated for a period while they learn the ropes

4  that the group should self moderate without restriction

In respect of snipping do you

1  want no requirement for snipping other than social regulation
2  a voluntary rule of no more that one page of prior comments with people advised if they break it

3 snipping enforced as at present

I think the results to that would be more useful?

Kaye Vivian:

Dave,

Good suggestions on the survey.  I would like to see "snipping" defined first, though, before going down this path.  To me it is just cutting off prior messages on the same topic that may be attached at the bottom of a new posting.  If snipping has to do with limiting the length of a person's reply to a question (because some people prefer short answers), I am totally against that.  Snipping previously seen messages is just housekeeping.  

Requiring answers to fit an arbitrary length is censorship, IMHO.  What do you think?

Rowan Lane:

Mark,

I think that is a pretty good example of what I meant by a differing point of view.

I thought I was just making a reasonable comment along similar lines to other people, and recording my opinion against 100% moderation.

But to you I was "sitting on the sidelines throwing rocks", "insulting" and "not adding value to the debate".

Clearly you object to my use of the word "censorship".  But to me that is the English word that exactly describes what moderators do.  I could hardly say I dislike moderation in all its forms, since that means something else entirely in English.  I suppose I should have realised that the word "Moderation" was applied to this function precisely because the people doing it prefer not to be called "Censors".

I don't feel particularly strongly about it either way. But on the whole I agree with those who say that it is not necessary for every e-mail to be read and passed before being published.

Mark Schenk:

Rowan,

Thanks for your thoughtful response to my emotional comment.  Yes, I do feel strongly about use of the word censorship in relation to actKM moderation.  Wikipedia defines it as 

<Censorship is the control of speech <http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Speech> and other forms of human expression <http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Expression>; it is often (but not necessarily) implemented by government intervention.>
I don't believe this is what we do or have ever done. If I am wrong then you won't be hearing from me again.

David Snowden:

Can we take the heat out of this?  I am beginning to feel I should never have raised the issue!

I'm not wild about the Wikipedia definition to be honest but I think its fair to say that moderation is by definition a form of censorship and there is nothing wrong with that.  All media are censored to some degree and it makes sense.

I think we all appreciate the incredible effort that the moderators put in, and I can see that some statements (such as censorship) can create an understandable response.  However it seemed to be that Rowan said "look this is what I meant" and it was a sensible contribution.

Cory Banks:

For me this little discussion highlights a dual focus that is an interesting debate for most solutions, be it IT or otherwise.

The balance between:

· Customer Focus - making this forum easy to read/digest (snipping); and

· User Centred - easy to post and easy to moderate

I don't think we are going to make everyone happy. The key will be in finding the middle ground.

Of course it is also Chicken and Egg.

An interesting stat could be the ratio between Readers (customers) and Posters (users).

Kelly A. Green:

Mark, 

I think you are reading the worst interpretation of critisms posted about moderation.

My understanding (correct me if I'm wrong) is that every post must be first read by a moderator prior to posting.

My proposal was moderate -- that is between the extremes of someone looking at *every* post and no one looking at *any* post prior to posting. Thus, I suggested a member trial period, after which their postings could go through to the list without adding needless tasks to the moderators' queue.

I was not responding to Euan's particular situation. I think that you have a right to bounce an overly large email that is large due to lack of snipping. I was negligent and I corrected and resent my posts. I do think that a policy like this needs to be applied consistently – which Act-KM seems to have done thus far. I am of two minds on the snipping issue and think that if snipping is done *well* then one really doesn't need the full text of all previous messages. However, the key term is done well. :)

I do think it a bit insulting when we cannot trust a long-term member to post within guidelines. It is a matter of trust -- and the lack of trust. Yes, one cannot truly know others one has not met off line.  That is why I agree with an initial trial period of being on moderation.  However, if prior behavior has been consistent with the guidelines, why continue to waste moderator time? If, however, the particular program you are using only permits an on or off option -- then you obviously cannot implement this kind of "middle of the road" approach. 

Gisela Scheinpflug:

Hi, everybody, 

Just to make ourselves think about this. I'm reading a lot about conflicts, and now, looking at this all conversation about moderation or not moderation in this discussion list, I really start to agree with one author that I'm reading: 

"... the lower a group's average general mental ability, the more information sharing reduces relationship conflict."

      http://proquest.umi.com/pqdweb?did=902694831&Fmt=4&clientId=42226&RQT=309&VName=PQD 

Sometimes I think that we have more brain that we should. We think too much, spending more time then it's necessary in some of our subjects. 

Mark Schenk:

Thanks Kelly,

Your understanding < every post must be first read by a moderator prior to posting> is correct.

I will add another to the list of moderation issues in my earlier post

5) some members feel somewhat insulted by having their messages moderated despite a long and valuable contribution to actKM, and that such moderation implies they are not trusted.
Kaye Vivian:

Mark,

I'll volunteer to summarize the "moderation" discussions and examples into a single document.  I don't know how/where to post it when it's done, but I'm sure you can tell me when it's ready to post.   I'll start working on that this weekend unless you have another volunteer you would prefer to do it.  No hard feelings, if so! :)

Mark Schenk:
Hi Kaye,

Thanks for volunteering. Gratefully accepted. When done, the document can be loaded to the website and everyone can access it.

Joe Firestone:

Patrick,

Thank you for for your note clarifying things a bit. More questions and comments below.

From: "Patrick Lambe Green Chameleon SG" [snip]

> "reflexive" was used for posts that commented on the character of the  discussion rather than the topics being discussed.
I think this one is relatively easy to code accurately.

> "aggressive" was used whenever there appeared to be emotive language (phrases like "jump to conclusions" "sweeping judgments" adjectives like "specious" "uncritical" or other ad hominem comments in a post)
I worry a little about the validity and inter-coder reliability of judgments applying this idea.  The above examples seem compelling. But what happens when someone says that someone else 'jumped to a conclusion' and then demonstrates through logical analysis that, in fact, their conclusion doesn't follow from their premises. Doesn't an example like this put the communication on the border between 'aggressive' and 'informational'? Also, what if I say (as I probably have at some point) that someone's conclusions don't follow from their premises and then show this through argument? Is this 'informational' or 'aggressive'? From my point of view it's 'informational,' and is important information at that.

> "supportive" was used whenever a post used language expressly supporting a previous poster or their comments
This one also seems like a good basis for judgment, but I think it glosses over a distinction. You can have 'supportive' comments that characterize a previous message without explaining why, or you can have supportive comments that do explain the conclusions they state. The first kind of message may involve 'labeling' every bit as much as a 'critical' comment that fails to explain the reason for its critical characterization. 

It seems to me important to distinguish both critical and supportive e-mails using 'labeling' from critical and supportive messages that go beyond the mere statement of opinion and attempt to explain their conclusions. Messages that try to explain things are much more 'informational,' apart from the level of emotion they express.

> "informational" was used for posts that simply discussed the matter in a tempered, objective fashion without emotive language, without expressly supporting another member's previous comment.
Here again, I think that whether a message is 'informational' is distinct from whether it is 'supportive' or 'critical'. Both 'supportive' and 'critical' messages can be 'informational,' and if one of our purposes in participating in act-km is to learn, then I think we ought to prefer 'informational' messages whether they are 'supportive' or 'critical.'

These thoughts also connect to the issue of conflict and whether your paper is really an analysis of critical vs. supportive communication. Let's say that my primary objective in participating in act-km is to get help in producing new knowledge. Then if I interact with you and you send me a supportive message in which you provide little 'information', while someone else intervenes and criticizes my message while explaining very clearly why she does so, then which social communication is more conflictful? The first communication seems to be blocking me in realizing my purpose, while the second communication is helping me to fulfill it, whether or not I end up agreeing with its sender.

(a) In short, I'm suggesting that an analysis of the degree to which our act-km messages are cooperative or conflictful is a complicated endeavor and I think it requires very careful theoretical development. Don't mistake me. I think your paper is a very interesting one, on a subject well worth analyzing, especially since we have the archive to help us and are very familiar with the act-km context. It's also important because it tries to measure something significant. However, I did have the feeling, in reading the paper, that you hadn't really quite gotten at 'conflict' behavior in act-km, because of the need for 
(b) (a)  more detailed theoretical work before getting into the coding, and 
(c) (b) perhaps also more detailed consideration of the methods to be used in content analysis of the messages.

Patrick Lambe:

Joe said: 

<<In short, I'm suggesting that an analysis of the degree to which our act-km messages are cooperative or conflictful is a complicated endeavor and I think it requires very careful theoretical development.>>
Thanks for taking the trouble over this Joe, the feedback is very helpful.

You're probably right on the need for a theoretical framework, and if this paper stimulates somebody to start working on it all to the better. I'd love to work on it myself, but now is not a good time :) .

Just to clarify one further point though, the real point of the exercise was not simply to do content analysis of emails, but to attempt to code for the nature of the relationship between posters at the time of the post (conflict is mostly about the quality of relationships, not simply about disagreements). That's why "emotive colouring" words helped. As you rightly point out, the same content (disagreement or pointing out a fallacy) can be expressed in aggressive or in neutral ways. I'd be happy to have the coding tested by others, and this might clear up some of your doubts on its reliability.

Joe Firestone:

Mark,

I believe very strongly that your moderation has been a big factor in act-km's success and that moderation is essential to its continuing success. I think this is so because, without moderation, the labeling, ad hominems, and personal attacks would interfere with the business of critically evaluating the substance of our posts.

As you know, I strongly disagreed with your actions in suspending Mark McElroy's posting privileges, and my own, a couple of years back. I believe then, and still believe, that you could have regulated the situation far more effectively, and fairly, by closely moderating the threads involved and rejecting posts that used uncivil language, while requesting that people resubmit their posts and revise that language. 

However, in the intervening time, I think I've seen the effects of your doing just that sort of moderation on a regular basis, and I believe it has facilitated long dialogues on certain sensitive matters that never would have occurred in such a fruitful way without your moderation. During the past year, I've been very happy with the openness of exchanges in the group, and I feel secure in the knowledge that I can say anything critical here as long as I follow my own rules (outlined in the blog post on rules in list servs I referred to earlier) and don't use labeling, ad hominems, or personal attacks in my own posts.

On the matter of snipping, I, personally, prefer the full record if people choose to include it. However, I have read and taken seriously the many comments from those who receive the digest, about the difficulty of reading through it, when lengthy posts containing previous exchanges are included. I don't support a rule restricting posts to a certain length, but out of respect for the many members of act-km who feel they need to take the digest, I support snipping to help them out.

In sum, I really appreciate your great work Mark, and I hope that you'll continue on your present course.

Mark Schenk:

Hi Joe,

I agree with your comments (above). The 'suspension' incident happened by adopting a wait and see approach to moderation. Posts were allowed to continue on till the situation was out of control. Then arbitrary action was taken. Since then moderation has focused on trying to prevent things getting out of control - such as sending posts back to people suggesting minor changes to take the 'heat' out of posts and to allow exchanges to continue.

A risk of removing moderation is that we will always be reactive and may again find ourselves acting after things have gotten out of control.

I would also observe that many of those who have been affected by moderation activities are those speaking in favour of it continuing. I understand those with a philosophical objection to moderation, but surely results must count for something. It’s almost like saying 'I don't care that it works, I just don't like it'. 

Here are some of the issues as I see them:

1) Some people have a philosophical objection to 'censorship of any form'

2) Current moderation arrangements are interrupting a smooth flow of exchanges, especially across hemispheres (ie when we are sleeping in Oz messages are not being moderated).

3) Moderation arrangements are not sufficiently transparent for those not affected by them to have sufficient confidence in them. 

4) Moderation imposes workload on those doing the moderation

Please add other issues I have missed. Kaye's work on summarising previous discussions might raise additional issues as well.

Most of these we can do something about without removing moderation – except of course for 1). My preference is that we focus on improving what we've got. 

Shawn Callahan:

In 2004 Trish Milne and I conducted a small research project on ActKM and conducted a survey of members. We had a 20% response from 840 members. Our research results have recently been published in The Journal of Knowledge Management and there is one paragraph relevant to the current debate on moderation.

"Every now and again postings to the list fall within what could be describes as 'controversially heated debate'. How list members, as well as the list moderator [there was only one back then, Amanda Lee], react to this is of interest. Comments from list members fell along a spectrum from "love them" to "ignore them". Most agreed that this type of debate is acceptable, and can even be productive, as long as it does not get personal. A number of respondents supported the view that the discussion should not be censored unless it borders on libel or pure invective. A number of people commented that it is often from this type of emotionally charged debate that new ideas or initiatives grow." (p. 114)
I've posted some other findings from the research here:

http://www.anecdote.com.au/archives/2006/05/some_findings_f.html
Joe Firestone:

Mark,

Thanks for your forthcoming comments. I agree with all that you said in your response, but would like to make an additional comment on this passage:

“A risk of removing moderation is that we will always be reactive and may again find ourselves acting after things have gotten out of control. I would also observe that many of those who have been affected by moderation activities are those speaking in favour of it continuing. I understand those with a philosophical objection to moderation, but surely results must count for something. It’s almost like saying 'I don't care that it works, I just don't like it'. 
Here are some of the issues as I see them:
1) Some people have a philosophical objection to 'censorship of any form'”
I, too, think the issue is providing the right underlying conditions to allow exchanges about content, substance, and logic to flourish and to help us both create and share knowledge. Language, according to a theory Mark McElroy and I have been developing, has the following functions: expressive, signaling, assertive, argumentative, and decisional. We also break down the assertive category into descriptive and evaluative sub-categories, and the evaluative sub-category into normative and value predicative sub-categories. 

One way to look at our communications problems is that expressiveness that is too intense, unaccompanied by assertive and argumentative content results in an escalating conflictful communications pattern that interferes with and threatens the free-flowing (a) formulation of problems, (b) expression and even occurrence of new ideas, (c) evaluation of these ideas that alone can eliminate those that don't deserve to survive our knowledge production efforts, and (d) knowledge sharing efforts in our groups. The purpose of moderation is not to restrict the assertive, argumentative, and decisional functions that are so important to knowledge making. Those should remain unmoderated. But expressiveness that is too intense can drive out the other functions from our exchanges, and in this way harm the functioning of the community as an inquiring system.

Sorry to be so theoretical, but perhaps these thoughts can clarify how and why appropriate moderation can contribute to open inquiry and safeguard the underlying conditions that are necessary to practice it.

Rowan Lane:

With regard to the "If it ain't broke don't fix it" applied to moderation I would like to make two points.

First, although I agree that this is generally a valid concept, if applied too narrowly it can stifle innovation.  Even something that is not broken can sometimes be improved.

Secondly, as I understand it, this issue was raised because the moderation itself caused some sort of conflict.  So there is a good reason for reviewing it to see if the situation can be improved.

Joe Firestone:

Patrick,

I guess we need to wait for a better time, both to provide the conceptual framework and to validate the coding.

David Jaques-Watson:  

Dear Folks -

Ah yes, the endless 'Net quest for a balance between censorship and complete anarchy...

I have been a member of a similar (in practice, not in content!) online discussion group over at the Traveller Mailing List [http://lists.travellerrpg.com] since 1994 or 1995. During that time, that list has seen many of the same behaviours you occasionally see here.  Fortunately, the obnoxious behaviours are generally stamped out pretty quickly, and some even generated their own threads. (One spamming attack offering Ukranian mail-order brides, for example, was turned into a very funny role playing adventure scenario!)

Many of your suggestions are used over there.

1.      MODERATION

The first issue, however, is that there is no "active" moderation. 

Effectively, the list uses the same sort of mechanisms suggested by Dave Snowden:

My suggestion for discussion (and it is not more than that) is some simpler control mechanisms. If you do these things (X,Y,Z) then you will be warned and possibly banned from the group. That way everyone can moderate by indicating that something has broken a rule. Banning might require a decision to be made transparently by a named group of people.
We have found that this sort of "group moderation" works pretty well. The peer pressure to stay within some basic rules of behaviour leads to a reasonable level of self-regulation, as pointed out by Kelly:

The power of peer pressure in an active forum can be impressive.
What happens when this fails? You invoke the Listmom.

Neil wrote:

Moderation on act-KM seems to be 'light-touch' but am happy to be advised otherwise.
· The "listmom" (i.e. moderator) gets told pretty quickly when people have a grievance about someone:

· since access to the list is via request - and thus moderated - they are able to zap spammers (deny access) ruthlessly

· they contact those people involved in flame wars (yes, there's usually a problem on BOTH sides, remember the old saying "what if someone threw a flame war and nobody came?") and endeavour to sort things out

· failing that, they zap troublemakers

From memory, only about two people (apart from a few spammers) have ever been zapped from the list.

Now, if you still have a grievance with someone after this sort of moderation has occurred, you personally have a few options. First, of course, you can vote with your feet (like Euan did). Second, you can *plonk* that person (set up your email to prevent receipt of any emails sent from that person).

2.      NETIQUETTE

Neil again:

I generally prefer 'unsnipped' - being lazy I can read a thread without having to open up multiple messages
The operative term here is "lazy" (at least you're honest, tho'! ;-)  ;-)

Part of the FAQ for the group (as well as the rules of behaviours, escalation procedures, etc) should include what elements of basic Netiquette you would like the group members to adhere to.

Here is an example FAQ:

    
 HYPERLINK "http://www.downport.com/traveller/tml/tml-faq.html" 
http://www.downport.com/traveller/tml/tml-faq.html

· If you don't want to wade through the whole FAQ, the current etiquette rules are:
· All messages should have a meaningful title. Please don't use "Re: Traveller-digest V1996 #2" or anything similar.

· Please remember that the list membership is international. For some subscribers English is a second language. Please consider this before replying to messages.

· Any message which is over about 150 lines should be labeled as LONG in the title. This gives a warning to those running terminal sessions over slow links. In many countries even local calls cost money. 

· If you have a very long message that is not relevant to everybody, please consider making it available on an FTP or WWW site instead. Then announce its existence on the list. A good example of material suitable for this is program listings and scripts.

· Discussion of current events without specific reference to Traveller, particularly of a religious/political nature is discouraged.

· Flame wars should be quickly extinguished or moved to personal email addresses.

· When quoting, please follow these guidelines:

· Please quote the minimum amount possible to show what you are responding to. Remember everybody has already read the original message, they just need to remember it! :-)

· Please don't paste in 5 generations of replies on a particular topic, or an entire 150-line message. Excerpts work best.

· Don't quote signatures.

· Don't quote a message just to say "me too".

· Remember that copyright applies on the net too. Get permission before extensively quoting a published work.

· Signatures should be limited to around 4 lines please.

· MIME types such as BASE64 aren't handled too well in digest format, so please avoid using them.

· HTML isn't handled well by digest format, and some mail readers can't handle it at all. Please use plain English ASCII text. 

(Some of these rules ought to be obvious to our KM professionals!! ;-) ;-)

BTW, one important point that is not on the current FAQ relates to tone of voice. Dave mentioned:

... [I] think the reaction was excessive to a small provocation.
This is the old "the text is 10% of the message" problem, and one of the classic fixes is to use other indicators, such as smilies, to point out when you are trying to be sarcastic or deliberately funny (we're only average authors, after all(*), so these literary styles often fail when they are attempted!! ;-)

(*) if we were better authors, we wouldn't be working here!
3.      EXPERIENCES

Dave asked:

One of the things I have noticed in Blog space is that it’s not as open as people claim.  You get ideological clumping of people who like each other and agree with each other.  Anyone challenging the status quo gets jumped on.  Some blog clumps are positively groupee like.  Forum like ACT are more open and in many ways more useful.   
Has anyone else had the same experience?
The experience over at the TML is that newbies can get jumped upon, but most oldies are accepting and encouraging. These days, with the FAQ up, most newbies are encouraged to read the "Done To Death" topics in order to avoid re-igniting old flame wars.

The other fun (? or weird) thing that exists is something that has been dubbed "The TML Black Hole of Quality[^TM]". This is where someone posts a really good contribution - and gets no apparent response. In reality, most of us have grabbed the thing and saved it. The latest idea is to post a small response, simply to let the contributor know that their contribution was valuable (something along the lines of "you hear the sound of a whirring hard drive - *slurp* - thank you!")

...and Patrick said:

Maybe that's why I thought Euan's blog post less than social behaviour...he went "over there" to talk about "us" instead of "saying it to our face". What a funny world we've made for ourselves.
This is VERY common on the 'Net - it occurs all the time in newsgroups, it's called "cross-posting" (meaning "posted across many newsgroups", not "angry postings"!). There are just so many forums in which you can "vent your spleen", without having to go back to the source. After all, you might get jumped on if you do.  ;-)

Use these links to jump:      Summary         Suggested Netiquette         Full Discussion
Prepared by:  Kaye Vivian - June 1, 2006
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