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Introduction 

By defining civil rules and making them available to participants organizations can help to ensure that decisions the made during online events (by moderators, experts, scribes, etc.) are fair – and that users see them as such. This document provides an overview of important elements to consider when designing civil rules for online events (Part I) and provides a sample set of civil rules (Part II). 

Do I have this definition of why civil rules are important correct? … Perhaps this could be made a bit more interesting by adding a few more sentences or an example.  Any suggestions?
Part I: Developing Civil Rules

The most important aspects of the civil rules are to: 

1) Delineate the scope of the event (i.e., it is for people interested in downtown revitalization). 

2) Stress that participants are responsible for what they say. 

3) Stress that participants have a responsibility to stay on topic, since this is meant to be a productive, professional event. 

4) Stress that moderators have the last say, and are responsible for reading and processing every single message. 

5) Make the moderation process clear (i.e. Participants should be informed as to how their submissions will be handled. Can they be edited for spelling and/or content?  Will all questions be answered? Will participants be notified if their question is deleted, and why it has been deleted? Etc.).

Part II: Civil Rules in Action

Is it okay to send the FPD stuff here to REDDI (it’s all available on the web)? Or should we give them more neutral advice?  

This section consists of a sample set of civil rules, a sample set of FAQS, and a sample set of user tips for online events. All three are drawn from the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade’s Foreign Policy Dialogue – an online deliberative forum which byDesign eLab helped to design and run.   Though the structure and purpose of this event was different from yours, the documents give a thourough overview of the possible ways in which civil rules and the design of an event can be presented to participants.

First, take a look the Foreign Policy Dialogue Civil Rules as an example of how Civil Rules can be presented to participants. 

Foreign Policy Dialogue Civil Rules

http://www.foreign-policy-dialogue.ca/en/policies/civilrules.html
Participation in this electronic consultation implies acceptance of the following conditions: 

1. This site is offered for dialogue and exchange among persons interested in Canada's foreign policy. 

2. Contributors to this electronic consultation are solely and entirely responsible for their messages, particularly with regard to any information and data that may be exchanged. 

3. When you post messages, please stay on topic. If you wish to supply additional information off topic, offer a mailing address or Internet address where others can locate it. Note, your message cannot include attachments. 

4. Advertising and spam of any kind are not to be included in messages posted to this site. 

5. Moderators are responsible for facilitating discussions and ensuring that the Civil Rules are respected. They reserve the right to take whatever measures are required to ensure the Civil Rules are respected by site visitors. Such measures include, but are not limited to, refusing to accept any message that may be construed or interpreted as discriminatory, promulgating hatred or obscenity, or defamation of any kind. 

6. Decisions of the moderators and chief moderator are final. Thank you for 

    respecting the Civil Rules. 

Do we to suggest that REDDI look into this?

Second, see the Foreign Policy Dialogue FAQ pages for more context around the Civil Rules.  The FAQs show the importance of giving the participants in any online experience some context around what is going on "behind the scenes," who is moderating their posts, etc.  You may want to add a similar section to your website (although it would not need to be this complex).  

Foreign Policy Dialogue FAQ pages

http://www.foreign-policy-dialogue.ca/en/welcome/faq.html 


How can I participate in the foreign policy dialogue?

You are invited to read the Minister's "A Dialogue on Foreign Policy" paper. You are also invited to comment on the paper or the questions, and to take part in an electronic discussion. We will be pleased to accept your comments and discussion group participation beginning January 22, 2003 and ending on May 1, 2003.

 What will be the result of the dialogue?

 Foreign Affairs Minister Bill Graham reported to Canadians about this dialogue in June 2003. Read the report here.

 What steps do I take to participate?

 You do not have to register on the Web site to view content or to answer the Minister's questions. However in order to participate in the discussion forum, you must register and log in. All messages to this Web site must meet the Civil Rules (the code of acceptable conduct) and will be moderated. When you submit a response, you can request that your answer remain private, or you can allow it to be posted on the Web site. When you answer a question, your answer will become part of the dialogue database. If you change your mind or would like to register a revised opinion, you have a second chance to do so. Your revised opinion will then become part of the final database.

 Who are the moderators?

 Our moderators are members of the general public. They are not government employees or civil servants, and they do not speak for the Minister or the Department of Foreign Affairs and International Trade. Their role is to facilitate this Dialogue on Foreign Policy, and to ensure that this Web site space is a civil public place where citizens with diverse opinions and communication skills feel welcome to engage in these important deliberations within the reasonable limits of expression of a free and democratic society (as captured in the Civil Rules).

 How can I stay in touch with the discussion?

 A bulletin of summary highlights will appear weekly. You do not need to register in order to subscribe to the bulletin. If you wish to comment on a summary, you may send a letter to the editors.

 Who else is behind the scenes?

 The moderators, writers, analysts, researchers, technical and other people who are working behind the scenes to make this Web site possible are stewards of democratic public dialogue on-line. They work under the direction of the byDesign eLab. They are working in partnership with the Canadian Centre for Foreign Policy Development (the Department of Foreign Affairs and International Trade). They will do their best to facilitate and summarize this discussion in an unbiased and helpful manner.

 Where do I turn if I need help participating?

 If you have problems participating fully in this dialogue, please contact: admin@foreign-policy-dialogue.ca
Do we want to suggest that REDDI look into this?

Finally, you may also want to consider developing a "tips" page for people who are new to real-time online discussion.  For example, see the Foreign Policy Dialogue Tips Page: 

Foreign Policy Dialogue Tips Page

http://www.foreign-policy-dialogue.ca/en/discussion/tips.html 

You can post effective messages in the discussion forms by following these basic tips. First and foremost, please read the Dialogue Paper and other resources on this Web site, and relate your comments to those materials.



1.  
 Keep your messages short.



2.  
Stay on topic.



3.  
Prepare a summary with keywords and place it at the beginning.



4.  
Watch for response to your messages.



5.  
Consider others' ideas, and relate your messages to them.



6.  
Think and compose off-line; communicate on-line.



7.  
Be as constructive as possible. If you raise a problem, suggest a solution.

You may post as an individual or as part of an organization. Identify yourself or your group and you are more likely to be taken seriously in our news summaries and in our final report. Please read the Dialogue paper and other resources on this Web site, and relate your comments to those materials.

 
Effective Practices for Posting


Give your messages clear titles

When you post a new message or a reply, check the subject line to ensure it reflects the content of the message. Label your topics clearly to give readers an idea of what to expect.

Create single-subject messages whenever possible

 This makes it easier for people to respond to the original topic. If several issues are raised in one posting, offshoot conversations may start up under the one topic making it harder to dig them out when you need to in the future. 

Don't hesitate to start a new topic

If what you want to say doesn't fit into any of the existing topics, start a new one. If you're responding to an existing topic, but your response engenders a new thread of discussion, start a new topic and point people to the new one in your response to the old one. 

When replying

 Generally, if you want to respond to a topic, it is better to reply than to start with a new topic. This ensures that discussions remain organized and threads of discussions can develop. When in doubt, reply! 

Quote selectively

 Quoting someone's previously posted text can be helpful when done correctly, but remember: people do not want to read word for word what they have previously read. Replying to a message will create a "thread" that will indicate to participants which message you are responding to. If you still want to include quotes, only repeat enough text to help you build on the original point. If you are responding to more than one area of a message, quote the individual parts of the message you are responding to, and insert you responses right after the quotes - this helps everyone follow your logic. 

Edit your replies

 When replying to a message, quote only the text required to put your reply in context. Cut-and-paste quotes into new messages. Edit out needless lines in replies and forwarded material. 

Re-read your messages

 Once a message is sent, it's gone forever. You can't get it back. Your message will become part of the public record. Be sure to re-read your messages before you send them, particularly ones dealing with sensitive issues, to make sure the words you have typed are really communicating what you intend to say. It's easier to make changes before the message leaves your computer, than to make apologies or give explanations. 

Don't shout

 Typing your messages in ALL CAPITAL LETTERS comes across as SHOUTING on-line. It's also hard on the eyes. Regular sentence case is the norm, although some people tend to the other extreme of all lower case, which also seems generally acceptable. 

Watch your language

 If your list subscribers don't all speak the same language, avoid using slang or idioms, unless you're prepared to explain them. Also, beware of accented characters as some older software programs cannot recognize them. 

Develop tolerance for informality

 Messages on-line tend toward informality. Many people choose to write in their own unique mix of upper and lower case characters, and use more free-form punctuation. You'll also notice a lot more spelling mistakes on-line than off-line. 

Exercise patience and tolerance for the views of others

Everyone feels strongly about their own point of view. The discussions forums are available for an exchange of viewpoints. Try to stress what you can learn, as much as what you have to teach. 

When in doubt, please re-read the Civil Rules that guide all moderation of messages posted to this electronic consultation.
Conclusion

Please let us know if you have any questions!

