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Introduction

Online conferences, virtual discussion forums, online communities, and electronic workspaces are gatherings of people on the Internet. Depending on their purpose, conferences can be ongoing or for a specific time frame. The Legal Studies Program has been involved with the creation of workspaces, educational events, and public and private discussions using this technology.

Like these examples, the reasons for getting together may include:

· formal meetings 

· consultations

· information exchange

· idea generation

· social exchange

Such virtual gatherings use a variety of communication tools, allowing people to participate without being in the same geographic location. Participation can be either

· synchronous (real time, any place)—participants have to be online at the same time; or 

· asynchronous (any time, any place) 

A gathering can use different types of software—synchronous or asynchronous—such as 

· bulletin board

· newsgroup

· web-based conferencing 

· chat

· video conferencing 

New tools continue to be developed.  In the commercial environment, conferencing tools are an integral component of groupware. Groupware applications usually include synchronous and asynchronous conferencing, e-mail, group scheduling, and group document editing and management.  All these tools have a common archiving feature, maintaining a written record of the discussion. This archive is useful for future reference and can become an integral part of the knowledge storehouse. 

Using Online Conferencing

Formal Education Environment

In an environment where learners are enrolled in a course or a program, online conferences are commonly used to complement the use of resource materials and for instructor-learner interaction. In the case of distance learning, online conferences can form an integral part of the learning design. They are vital for learner-to-learner and learner-to-instructor interaction. 

As the learner, you can use conferencing to develop your understanding of resource materials and to learn more about the topic. Generally, asynchronous conferencing is used in formal education settings as it gives learners and instructors the freedom to access the conference at their own convenience. Yet it provides the much-needed interaction for learning. 

Synchronous tools are more often used when an expert is available only at a certain time to present and discuss issues.

Informal Education Environment

Internet technology opens up opportunities for learning anywhere, any time. You can now access and integrate information into your knowledge repertoire at the click of a mouse. As learning is partly a social activity, online communication can enhance this process.

This technology has been used for groups of like-minded individuals to

· discuss issues

· exchange information

· develop a common understanding of issues

· construct new knowledge

· determine a course of action

· develop and maintain a community

Business and Government Environment

Businesses and governments use conferencing for online communication and consultation with clients. Businesses use online conferencing externally to build a community of customers and internally for employees to communicate and work on projects.

The Canadian government is well into using the Internet for delivery of existing services through the Canadian government portal at www.gc.ca. The present phase is e-governance, that of interacting with the public online. This “public” can be individuals, the voluntary sector, and the private sector. The Canadian government is developing policies and best practices on the use of conferencing technology for engaging citizens online. To participate effectively as citizens and as groups, you need to build on your experience in using this technology and incorporate it into your routines. 

Focus of this Guide

This guide is written as a start-up for those newly introduced to the technology. It focuses on text-based asynchronous conferencing using Web-based conferencing software. It presents concepts and principles for online conferencing and does not relate to functions of a specific software.  

The purpose of this guide is to

· provide an overview on planning for online conferences

· assist you in organizing and facilitating and/or moderating online conferences that are not part of a formal education course

· refer you to other resource materials

This guide is based on the Legal Studies Program’s experience in using asynchronous conferencing as workspaces, as educational events, and for public discussions. It is our intention to get you started to test and use the technology. The technology is simply a tool for you to use. Understanding the technology will enable you to make the best decision as to its use. Ultimately you and your resources make the technology work effectively for you. 

This is not a guide about conferencing software or how to use conferencing software. Selecting the right conferencing software can contribute to the success of an online conference. We have included a list of questions for assessing conferencing software to determine what suits your needs. Other resources on how to select conferencing software are listed in the bibliography.  

Planning the Conference

Preparing for an online conference is similar to preparing for a face-to-face conference. Its success is dependent on the amount and the scope of the planning. This includes

· determining the conference’s purpose and participants

· selecting appropriate software

· designing the conference’s architecture, promoting the conference

· facilitating or moderating

· closing the conference

· overall management

In this guide, we use the term “moderator” as someone who facilitates and manages the conference. A moderator in an online conference can be different from a moderator of a mailing list (listserv). The most obvious difference is that the moderator of a mailing list approves postings, whereas an online conference moderator generally does not.

In planning an online conference, consider the differences between face-to-face conferencing and online conferencing. 

Online conferencing operates in a text-based environment. It is not writing or talking; it is a new hybrid of both writing and talking. Some refer to it as “talking by writing”. This requires an understanding of communicating without the usual visual and audio cues that we take for granted in a face-to-face environment. There may be issues that require both online and face-to-face discussions.  

Before launching an online conference consider the following questions. 

· What are the objectives of the conference?

· Who are the participants?

· How will the conference be conducted?

· Who will manage the conference?

· How long will the conference stay active?

· Will the conference be synchronous or asynchronous?

· Will the conference be open or closed?

· Will there be a moderator?

· Will the conference by unilingual, bilingual, or multilingual?

· Which conferencing software is most appropriate?

What are the objectives of the conference?

The objectives of the conference will guide you in addressing the other questions. These objectives need to be communicated to the participants so they know what to expect and what is expected of them. 

· Is the conference for information sharing or for idea generation? 

· Are you trying to expand the knowledge base in your workplace? 

· Are you exchanging views about an issue? 

· Are you attempting to enlarge a network of colleagues?

· Are you promoting constructive debate? 

· Are you intending to develop a virtual community that shares common concerns? 

· Are you trying to consult with your stakeholders?

· Are you developing a public virtual space for citizens to voice their concerns?

Who are the participants? How many will there be?

The participants are the main contributors to the success of the online conference. Your objective(s) should be the guiding force in determining your target group. Keep in mind that online conferencing extends participation to anyone with Internet access in any part of the world. You are not limited to “local” participants. In addition, you can choose to limit participants by making the conference a private or closed conference.

Who will be targeted as possible participants? Once this is determined, you are able to assess the following:

· Are there groups of participants who know each other face-to-face?

· Is there an existing group synergy?

· Do participants have access to computers and Internet?

· Are participants experienced in using the Web?

· Is the site “user-friendly” and does it encourage access?

· Will there be help for those participants with limited computer skills? Will there be a help-line available,  or  other form of technical support?

Number of Participants

There are no established rules on the ideal number of participants in an online conference. It does, however, become difficult to manage discussions with too many participants.

· We have found that for conferences where participants are all actively posting messages, it is more effective to keep the number of participants to no more than 25. 

· It is common to have five or more lurkers to each active participant or “poster”. Lurkers are those participants who are accessing the postings but not posting any messages. This ratio is especially true for multi-topic conferences.

· When using the conference as an electronic workspace where decisions are being made and the participants know each other, it is advisable to keep the maximum number of participants to 15. 

· For educational conferences, where new information is being presented, it is manageable to have more participants as one assumes that there may be more lurkers. In one of our conferences, Look Who’s Watching, we had sixty registrants with 20% active participation. The remaining 80% were lurkers logging on to the conference and reading the information but not commenting online.

If you have more participants than are recommended, there are ways to divide the group or the issues using the software. Different sub-conferences can be created and participants can choose among sub-conferences. This does require a moderator to analyze, organize, make changes, and communicate to the participants on a regular basis.  

How will the conference be conducted?

Keeping in mind the objectives of the conference, you will need to decide what approach to use in designing and running the conference. At the beginning of a new conference, you need a moderator or leader to get things started. There are different approaches in moderating the conference. We have used four different approaches with success.

Roundtable Approach

For most conferences aiming at developing a virtual community of common interest or for addressing identified issues of common concern, there is usually a moderator with minimal structure. Although the moderator sets the initial tone of the conference by welcoming participants, setting etiquette and guidelines, and getting the discussion going, the participants ultimately develop the tone and the culture of the conference. As the discussion develops, leadership within the group will emerge. This approach is similar to a roundtable discussion in a face-to-face setting. We refer to it as a roundtable approach. 

We moderated a conference that built a virtual community around a common theme: public legal education. In this case, we used a roundtable approach. The facilitator started the conference with general comments and questions. 

The group slowly took over and raised issues for discussion. Some participants posted information and initiated discussions while others joined in existing discussions. 

Expert Approach

One of the benefits of using the Web is to have subject matter experts contributing from any part of the world. This is an important consideration in the type of conference you wish to establish. An expert approach is used for conferences with topics that are highly specialized or new to most participants. Care should be taken that the presence of an expert does not automatically mean that comments from participants are not valued or are viewed as lesser in quality than the expert’s.

· The expert provides a general overview of the topic and raises questions for discussions. The participants discuss the issues with the expert and with other participants. This leads to the development of shared understanding and ultimately a community of learners. 

· With this approach, the tone of the conference is set by the expert and by the design of the conference. An expert who is experienced in online conferencing can encourage participants to be actively involved in setting the tone. On the other hand, the presence of an expert may set an academic tone. If you have a moderator present with the expert, then she can work collaboratively with the expert in setting the tone of the conference. 

Look Who’s Watching: An example 

· An expert on electronic privacy and the law wrote and presented five short papers as themes for discussion. Each paper gave an overview of a topic and raised questions to stimulate discussion. 

· Each paper was posted in turn before the scheduled date for the discussion. All participants were informed in advance of the date and topics to be posted. The participants were then expected to read the paper beforehand and discuss issues relating to the topic at a specific time. The expert was there to answer questions, guide the discussion, and summarize key points.

· This conference followed a more structured educational approach to help participants learn about online privacy issues and to guide their learning through discussions with other learners. 

· The majority of participants stated that they learned a great deal, as the issues were new to them. Participants stated that they printed the discussions to circulate to their colleagues and for personal future reference. 

· There were a few comments on how participants felt intimidated by the well-articulated and highly academic postings. 

Guided Discussion Approach

We have also used a guided discussion approach in private and closed conferences. 

· The moderator prepares and posts introductory materials based on research and experience, and formulates a few questions to get the discussion going.

· It is clarified for the participants that the moderator is not an expert and that her role is to moderate and, if necessary, bring in new information through research.

· Once the discussion gets underway, the moderator summarizes key points, brings out other issues, acts as information broker in bringing in new relevant information, and generally keeps the discussion running.  

· This approach is more than the roundtable approach in that the moderator plays a strong role in making sure that relevant information is available.

· Our experience is that the guided discussion approach works well in bringing people together to develop a shared understanding of an issue and to explore possible plans of action. 

Key Community Leader Approach

This approach is used to obtain continued broad participation from the multicultural community.   It uses a combination of face-to-face meetings and online consultation.  Experts are brought in, if needed, to provide expertise on the issue, but the contextual framework is provided and guided by the Key Community Leaders.   

Based on the Legal Studies Program’s experience with various online consultations with multicultural groups, there are four issues that needed to be addressed to ensure the success of this approach. They are:

· Establishing  a relationship of trust

· Empowering key leaders in the community

· Establishing the scope of the consultation

· Establishing the scope of the representation

Establishing a relationship of trust

The first step to establish ‘buy-in’ from the larger multicultural community is to establish the buy-in of the key community leaders who are respected and trusted. 

In establishing a relationship of trust, we have found that having face-to-face meetings to establish rapport and to begin the process is essential.  At the meeting, the facilitators provide information about themselves and the lens from which they view both participation and electronic consultation. They will have to answer both technical and ethical questions and the issue(s) to be discussed. Since online consultation is generally foreign to the multicultural groups, facilitators need to emphasize the importance of civic participation and the need to have all voices heard in order for it to be a meaningful consultation.    

Empowering key leaders in the community

Key leaders often set the tone for their community in terms of the importance of the issue and the process.  In consultation with the key leaders, choose an issue that is relevant to the community.  It is crucial then that key leaders are given knowledge and expertise on the subject so that they can outline the impact of future policy.   If possible, they should be involved from the beginning in shaping the process and making decisions on the length of the consultation and where and when the face-to-face meetings will take place.

Establishing the scope of the consultation

The consultation needs to clearly establish the purpose of the consultation, the type of information to be collected, how the information may be used and the issue of privacy.  Outlining both how the information may be used and how it will not be used provides for greater clarity resulting in greater participation.  Participants are usually fearful about information collected for one purpose being used to develop policy in different areas without respecting the context of which the information was given.  

Establishing the scope of the representation

Consistent with the purpose of the online consultation, it is important to clearly state the scope of the representation by the participants.  In most cases, participants are not asked to represent the views of their community.  Our experience indicates that when participants are given the burden to represent the views of their whole community, it is both overwhelming and cumbersome.  This hinders participation since people are reluctant to speak for others in issues that may have a huge impact for all.  Instead, if participants are given the opportunity to state their experiences in dealing with the issue and with their community, this provides an understanding of the lens through which the participant is looking at the issue.  This will assist in the analysis of the discussion.

In summary, your objectives should provide the basis for your decision in choosing the approach.

Who will manage the conference?

There are three aspects in managing an online conference: conceptual, administrative, and technical. One person could manage all three aspects or three persons could handle one aspect each. 

· The conceptual aspect involves an understanding of the subject of discussion and the ability to encourage and synthesize discussions. To manage the conceptual aspect, you need someone who knows the subject of the discussion or someone who has access to an expert in order to stimulate and add value to the discussion. This could be a staff member or a volunteer. 

· The administrative aspect involves an understanding of the application of the software, e.g., how to use the software and how to relate problems to the technical administrator. 

· The technical aspect involves setting up and maintaining the software. This function is usually handled by the computer staff or contracted out to a company that hosts online conferences. They handle all the technical matters including having the server and the software running 24 hours a day, 7 days a week. In the case of having conferences on a web site that offers free hosting of conferences, then the technical aspect involves having contact with the technical support of the host web site. 

How long will the conference stay active?

You determine the length of the conference based on the purpose and the interest of the participants. At the beginning of the conference, communicate its time frame to the participants.

· In most cases, a conference can sustain a high level of activity continuously for about two weeks. 

· For time specific conferences, our experience tells us that three weeks is a good length. The first few days, postings are minimal followed by an increase in postings. Generally, there are more postings during the first two weeks with postings diminishing at the end of the second week and into the third.

· For an ongoing conference, be prepared for a short spurt of activity followed by silence. The key is that participants will post if there is a need to talk or there is an issue that is very important to them. 

Will the conference be synchronous or asynchronous?

Synchronous conferencing

· Mostly known as “chat,” webcasting, video conferencing, or online meetings require participants to be online at the same time in order to participate. 

· Synchronous conferencing is useful when a decision needs to be made in a short period of time and the group needs to have real time interaction. 

· It is also used when an expert is only available for a short period of time.

· Synchronous conferencing can be limiting in the number of active participants since the server can only take one posting at a time. This may result in disjointed discussion as participants begin to type a response but post it after someone else has unexpectedly changed the topic. Some systems allow an archive to be kept for those who missed the appointed time, but archiving is not always possible.

Asynchronous conferencing

· With asynchronous conferencing, the participants can be online at different times. 

· Postings by the asynchronous conference participants are read and responses posted at different times, possibly in different time zones.

· Asynchronous conferencing provides the flexibility for participants to post at their convenience. This allows more time for reflection before postings and encourages participation.

· The discussions can be threaded so that each topic can be retrieved in one long linked conversation. Records of the discussion can be left posted for future reference.

Factors to consider in choosing synchronous or asynchronous

· Objectives of the conference

· Nature of the issues

· Time commitment of the participants

· Availability of the expert or the moderator

Will the conference be open or closed?

Depending on the purpose of the conference, you’ll need to decide whether it will be limited to a particular group of participants (closed) or open to everyone with Internet access (open). There are different registration procedures for an open conference versus a closed conference.

Will there be a moderator? 

Having a moderator is akin to having a host at a party. The role of the moderator can be minimal, e.g., in the beginning making sure that participants are being greeted. See Roles of the Moderator later in this guide for more information. 

If you are not planning to have a moderator, you need to have a manager who makes sure that the conference is running smoothly and the administrative and technical tasks are addressed.

Will the conference be unilingual, bilingual, or multilingual?

· Are you expecting participation in more than one language? 

· Is it beneficial to have one conference with different languages or to have different conferences in different languages? 

· We find that bilingual conferences work well as long as the moderator is bilingual. For a national conference, you will usually have bilingual participants who are able to assist the moderator in interacting in two languages.

· With bilingual conferences, you need to check that the conferencing software has the capability to display other languages.

· In working with multicultural groups, the conference could be multilingual as long as there are more than one participants  who can communicate in a specific language.

Which conferencing software is most appropriate?

Conferencing software continues to develop and to improve. As most conferencing software shares some common features, the important issue becomes that of cost and technical support. For organizations that do not have in-house technical support, it is best to contact your Internet Service Provider (ISP) or contract technical personnel to determine which software is supported. 

Having technical support means that you can concentrate on managing, developing and moderating the conference to ensure its success. You do, however, have an important role in selecting the conference software. When selecting conferencing software, consider some basic functions. 

· Operating system support—Does the software require special operating system support?

· Administrative capabilities—Are there different levels of access control so that the moderator and other designated administrators can perform different technical or managerial functions? 

· Customizability—Does it allow you to make changes to the presentation or look and feel of the conferencing site?

· Dual capability—Can the conference be run both on the Web and as a mailing list (listserv) in order to allow participants to choose how they will receive messages during the conference? 

· Tracking involvement—Can the moderator find out who has signed on even if the participant does not post any messages?

· Moderator’s capability—Can the moderator delete or move messages? Can the moderator designate a topic as read only?

· Participants’ capability—Can participants post a web site address and have it link directly to the site from the message? Can the original poster delete or edit her postings?

Consult Choosing Web Conferencing Software available at http://thinkofit.com/webconf/ for additional questions.
Always try out the software before making your decision. Most conferencing software companies provide a free download version or a website where you can try the software. You can also contact your local universities or colleges to see what conferencing software they use or have access to. 

Promoting the Conference

Online conferences can be promoted using both electronic media and conventional media. We suggest using a combination of both electronic and non-electronic media to attract participants.  

Electronic Media

· If you want to attract online users, promotion should be by e-mail, postings on existing electronic mailing lists (listservs), and announcements on web sites.

· To announce the conference on a mailing list or listserv, ensure that the information is presented in a context that is useful to the list subscribers. Most mailing lists do not accept advertising, but appreciate postings about events of benefit to their subscribers. Be careful how you write the message. Emphasize what participants can contribute to the conference and how the conference can assist them. Do not write an impersonal announcement or a commercial. 

Conventional Media

· If you want to attract novice online users, you should considering using conventional promotion venues in print and audio-visual form. 

· In announcing the conference, mention the benefits of participating in the conference and emphasize the ability to participate in the conference anywhere, any time. 

Designing the Conference Structure
After you have addressed questions concerning the purpose of the conference, the moderator or designate must design the structure of the conference. Like face-to-face conferences, decisions concerning the agenda, the role of the moderator, the role of the participants, and the conference structure must be made. The approach (roundtable, expert, guided discussion, key community leader) you choose will influence the design of the conference structure.

Roundtable Approach

If you are using a roundtable approach, participants may be involved in developing the agenda, raising issues, and contributing comments. Although there is a general theme for the conference, the participants choose what issues to discuss. In this case, the conference should have minimal structure. This approach ensures that the participants feel comfortable being involved in the development of the structure. 

Sample Conference Structure

· Welcoming Message—giving the purpose of the conference and other administrative information

· Read Me First—includes the rules of the conference and posting guidelines 

· Guest Book—participants sign in and give some information about themselves or reasons for joining the conference

· Statements or questions to start the discussion 

· Comments

Expert Approach 

Running a conference using an expert approach commonly means that the expert is there to provide information and to synthesize. Information is organized to reflect a logical sequencing of events and to facilitate understanding. The conference tends to be very structured and usually starts with the expert(s) giving a paper or information on a topic of the conference and asking questions to start the discussion. 

Sample Conference Structure

A sample conference structure could have these topics:

· Welcome

· Guest Book

· Posting Guidelines

· Topic A—questions raised and comments invited

· Topic B—questions raised and comments invited

· Topic C—questions raised and comments invited

· Topic D—questions raised and comments invited

· Topic E—questions raised and comments invited

· Summary and Conclusion

· Feedback and/or comments about the conference

Guided Discussion Approach

With the guided discussion approach, information about the topic and questions are posted to stimulate discussion on a selected issue. The moderator spends time researching the issue and formulating questions for discussion. While the discussion is running, she posts pertinent information to complement or steer the discussion. Her presence is not as strong as the expert in the expert approach, but she is there. Her role is in facilitating the development of shared understanding by the participants of the issue under discussion. The structure is in between the expert approach and the roundtable approach.

Sample Conference Structure

· Welcoming Message—giving the purpose of the conference and other administrative information

· Read Me First—includes the rules of the conference and posting guidelines 

· Guest Book—participants sign in and give some information about themselves or reasons for joining the conference

· Background Information

· Question(s) by Moderator

· Questions and Issues posted by participants

· Future Directions

Key Community Leader Approach

This approach works well with the multicultural community.

With the key community leader approach, information on the topic is provided by both facilitator and experts (when used) and the context is provided by the key community leader.  Usually a position paper is developed with the guidance of the key community leader and shared with participants.  Facilitators promote discussion and contribute to share understanding.  Additional research is done as questions are raised.  Answers are provided in simple, concise point form.  All available information is summarized in the conference instead of referring participants to additional references online.

Sample Conference Structure

· Welcoming message - giving the purpose of the conference and other administrative information. 

· Guide for participation - step-by-step guide on how to access the forum, who to contact when experiencing difficulties and opportunity for one on one demonstration.

· Read Me First - includes the rules of the conference posting guidelines.

· Share Something About You - participants are welcomed to share where they are from, their experiences and where they work.  Often people choose to share their heritage and what they want to share about them or their culture.

· Background information - a position paper is usually written outlining major issues and providing three to four questions for discussion.

· Setting the Context – once the position paper is distributed and the issues are clarified, the KCL offer their assessment of the issues presented in the context of their community.

· Questions and Issues posted by participants

· Future Direction

Starting the Conference

There are general processes for virtual conferences on welcoming participants to the rules of the conference. The following suggestions are important for establishing success.

· Send a welcoming message once a participant has signed on. In the message, repeat the purpose of the conference and give a list of what the participant is to do next. Keep the message brief and tell the participant the ground rules for participating in the conference.

· Ask participants to introduce themselves to each other by signing the guest book. Perhaps list suggestions of what a participant may want to share with others. 

· With permission from all participants, provide a listing of participants’ names, e-mail addresses, job titles, telephone, and fax numbers. 

· Provide a HELP function if possible or a listing of where to look for assistance online. In an asynchronous conference, being able to access technical assistance is extremely important to ensure that participants can fully engage with the proceedings.

During the Conference

Roles of the Moderator

A moderator manages the conference in many areas from start to finish and has specific roles within each area. The role can be time consuming and should be directed by clear objectives. There are three categories within the role of moderator: social role, intellectual role, and organizational role. 

Social

· Facilitates the development of the group’s synergy. 

· Sets the conference tone through the first messages and maintains the tone throughout the conference.

· Ensures that ground rules are established and broadcast to all participants as part of the introduction. Encourages participants to make suggestions and to self-regulate their participation. 

· Models positive behaviour that one would wish to see online; says thank you to those who participate.  

· Establishes trust—refers to people by name and summarizes their points to validate their participation. 

· Is responsive to questions, comments, and the needs of the participants.

· Sends private e-mails to encourage lurkers to contribute if so required. 

Intellectual

· Contributes by adding information and insights to the discussions without controlling the flow.

· Listens to participants and probes and clarifies information.

· Encourages participants’ input by posting relevant information, adding comments, summarizing and raising issues when participation seems low.

· Synthesizes or “weaves” the responses which demonstrates to the group that they have accomplished something and that there is direction in their discussion.

Organizational

· Participates in the design of the conference prior to its initiation.

· Provides an organizational structure to the conference.

· Reduces the visual clutter of the conference where possible.

· Sets clear objectives and timelines for the conference.

· Provides periodic summaries. The summaries are important as they allow the participants to see patterns in the contributions and to keep from getting lost in the detail. It is also allows for latecomers to the conference to see what happened before their joining. There are three components to summarizing: 

· summarize the discussion 

· list any outstanding items

· post a leading question designed to stimulate discussion. 

· Monitors the discussions to ensure that participants are behaving according to the ground rules that were set in the introduction. (Refer to Roles of the Participants (following) for guidelines.)

Roles of the Participants

The following guidelines may be used to clarify how participants can contribute to the success of the conference. The participants have responsibilities in making the online conference successful.

· Be prepared to spend some time reading, thinking, and composing answers that will contribute to the discussion.  

· Follow the online etiquette or “netiquette”. 

· Avoid typing messages in all upper case letters as this denotes shouting or screaming. 

· Be careful to avoid “flaming”—making racist, sexist, or inflammatory remarks about other participants. 

· Be open and respectful of others’ thoughts and comments.

· Compose thoughts clearly before articulating online. Remember that it is difficult and boring to read screen after screen of one person’s comments. Most participants won’t read the entire content of a long message.

Closing the Conference

For time-specific conferences, the closing date should be announced to the participants at the beginning of the conference. As the closing date approaches, the moderator needs to 

· remind participants to post their final messages

· post final summary and synthesize the discussions

· thank participants for their time, effort, and contributions

· announce the official closing of the conference

· describe how the contents of the discussion can be accessed after the conference, including how long will it be available

· announce follow-up activities, if any

· post questions asking for evaluative feedback about the conference

· Summary

Some general principles to guide you in planning and running online conferences:

· Plan ahead.

· Remember you are in the people and relationship business.

· Be flexible.

· Encourage, influence, and persuade.

· Affirm people. Encourage them to post.

· Show by example.

A lot of thought goes into organizing and running an online conference as it does for any face-to-face conference. We hope that this guide provides you with some guidelines and tasks that you may not have thought of. Treat an online conference as a new experience and apply your experience in moderating face-to-face conferences, keeping in mind the lack of visual and auditory cues. Remember that the real success lies in the commitment and enthusiasm of the moderator and the participants. If there is an interest in the subject and this enthusiasm is conveyed in the discussions, the conference will be enjoyed by all!
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