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10 ways to keep online dialogue on topic

Compiled by Alexandra Samuel
CEO, Social Signal

More and more people are turning to the Internet as
a venue for civic conversation — but how can the
chaotic, rowdy world of the Net be reconstructed to
support considered, constructive deliberation? The
first step is just to keep online dialogue on topic,
which can be a major challenge in itself.

At a recent conference on Building Democracy
Through Online Citizen Deliberation, held at Ohio
State University, we got most of the way towards a
list of 10 ways to keep online dialogue on topic.l've
written up and completed the list:

1. Keep your goal visible. Write a clear statement of
the goal of your discussion, and place it on your
discussion board or chat window so that it will
remain visible to all participants for the duration.

2. Keep your rules visible. Write a succinct list of
rules ("no flaming", "maximum 2 mins per com-
ment", etc.) and keep them visible on your discus-

sion board or chat window.

3. Use moderation effectively - and sparingly. An
effective moderator can help keep conversation
on track by limiting off-topic conversation, but will
be most effective if she is sparing in her interven-
tions.

4. Open a parking lot. Face-to-face facilitators some-
times create a "parking lot" — a space to write
down comments or ideas that are off-topic, but
still need to be acknowledged or documented. A
virtual parking lot (perhaps a separate web page
or discussion thread) can play an analogous role.

5. Create an alternative channel for free-form in-
put. If your discussion is the only opportunity for
participants to have their say, they will be highly
motivated to bring a wide range of ideas, interests
and views to the table — even if some of these
comments are outside the scope of your discus-
sion. By providing an alternative channel (like a
suggestion box or feedback form) for input, you
give participants a way of voicing comments that
don't fit into your dialogue process, and increase
the odds that your discussion will stay on track.

6. Offer outside spaces for outside discussion.
Your participants are likely to want an opportunity
to discuss the issues that they are dropping into
your suggestion box or parking lot. Creating an
"off topic" forum or e-mail list — a place to discuss
all the odds and ends that don't fit into your main
discussion — can help keep your dialogue fo-
cussed.

7. Try and try again. An iterative approach to dia-
logue - that is, multiple phases of conversation,
each with a clear goal, start,and and end point - is
more likely to maintain focus. Each phase of the
dialogue can have its own distinct focus, and you
can either narrow or broaden the scope of each
phase in response to what you learned in the pre-
vious phase.

8. Be arole model.If you're moderating a discus-
sion, you have to be more restrained about inject-
ing off-topic comments or anecdotes than any of
the other participants.That doesn't mean sup-
pressing your personality — the occasional joke
can be a great ice-breaker — but pick your digres-
sions wisely, and keep them short.The more fo-
cused you can be, the more focused your discus-
sion will be.

9. Reframe off-topic comments. Rather than point-
ing your finger and dismissing a comment as off-
topic, reframe it so that it leads the group back
into your main discussion. Even if you have to get
creative: "Well it's interesting you mention Ma-
donna's new single, because of course THE Ma-
donnais a huge figure in the Catholic church, and
the Catholic church has been a big influence on
anti-poverty policy. Does anyone else have
thoughts about how community groups can help
address poverty?"

10. Redefine "on topic". The most innovative solu-
tions to a policy problem or dialogue dilemma
often fall outside the pre-defined alternatives on
the table, or the pre-defined scope of the conver-
sation itself. When keeping conversation "on topic'
it helps to take the broadest perspective on what
your topic really is, so you don't lose any of these
"outside the box" gems.
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Engage audiences

with an online presence
where your users generate the content.

We're experts at turning site visitors into site
contributors. Our practice is based on a decade of
research into online participation, a decade of
experience in online campaigning, and more than
twenty-five years of collective wisdom on social
marketing, strategy and communications.

Build trust

with a public whose interests and values
are reflected on your site.

Social Signal has a proven ability to create online
communities that foster a trusted relationship
between your organization and your site's users.
Through user-created content, a successful online
community brings you closer to your audience —
because it ties your identity directly to an online
presence that intimately reflects your audience's
interests and values.

Deepen relationships

with a community that cares
about your mission as much as you do.

We understand that your online community efforts
are tied to real-world goals, and keep all our online

efforts focused on your real-world success. An online

community isn't an end in itself. Online community
matters because it connects real-world people and
organizations... helps us to be more effective and
satisfied in our real-world work and lives...and, at its
most powerful, triggers positive change in the real
world.
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Our principals

Alexandra
Samuel, CEO

Alexandra is an
online strategist
whose recent
projects include
CompuMentor’s
NetSquared, The
Elders’ web
strategy and a Facebook application and
social media strategy for BC Hydro.The social
network she conceived for the PLAN Institute
recently received a major grant from the
Robert Wood Johnston Foundation to fund a
15-month pilot.

Alexandra holds a Ph.D. in Political Science
from Harvard University, where she
researched new frontiers in online political
engagement.

Rob Cottingham,
President

Rob is a seasoned
communications
strategist and veteran
speechwriter whose
projects have ranged
from the
Confeederation.ca
election blog aggregator to Vancity’s Webby-
nominated ChangeEverything.ca.He is a
frequent speaker and workshop leader on
social media, for audiences that range from
the Canadian Marketing Association to
NetSquared.

Rob maintains a long-running blog at
robcottingham.ca and draws the popular
Noise to Signal cartoon at socialsignal.com/
n2s.
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