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Abstract

Since the mid-1990's, shifts of the Internet towards business and entertainment have called for innovative approaches in the management of virtual communities. Fashionable web conferences often fail in communication aspects; the information they provide, although nicely organized, cannot replace computer mediated communication. Chat tools, on the other hand, suffer from the opposite flaw: synchronous communication is generally poor at good information management. This paper claims for an alternative approach focusing more on methodology than software to generate communication and to disseminate information. The methodology aims at decreasing the level of the barriers (information overload, time, language…), hence increasing the incentive for proactivity. The experiment allowed to facilitate the management and to improve the productivity, through a database system automating routines. EMEC, the proposed methodology, allows a better thematical focus, and it respects people's schedules, languages, and cultures. Designed in 1997, it was tested in 1999 as a research-action product, in the framework of a Latin American virtual community dealing with social impact of the Internet. This study presents the first results of the experiment, and opens perspectives for future applications. The next version of the methodology will focus on customization, in order to increase users satisfaction, and will open a new field of research targeting "facilitation of distance participation".
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1 Introduction

The mass marketing of the Internet has increased the number of people using e-mail services, a trend which has logically led to a growth of mailing lists, both in variety and size. The majority of the new users have not followed the acculturation process which was the norm until the mid-90's. This has generated an increase of inappropriate messages (especially in content, and length) in e-conferences. Moreover, the greater number of lists with similar objectives makes users more exposed to cross-postings. Additionally, the shifts of the Internet towards commercial media have increased the phenomenon of spamming; furthermore, virus spread by e-mail is now generalized and does affect e-conferences. Finally, the internationalization of the Internet drives to a more diverse audience in discussion lists; it has thus become a priority issue to accommodate non-English speakers and crosscultural exchanges.

The combination of those factors has produced a less and less acceptable amount of wasted time for professional subscribers. The dramatic reduction of the density of useful information leads to a drop of the attention devoted to the main messages, which get diluted in the incoming flow; hence a threat to the efficiency of e-conferences. Experts leave thematic conferences, which have been invaded by a large poorly qualified audience; this phenomenon contributes to a qualitative decrease as far as information is concerned. In a few words, the global signal/noise ratio of e-conferences has gotten down to dangerous thresholds. Despite these issues, e-conferences should remain the main basic principle of Internet-based collaborative work; some method is then required to adapt them to the new environment. 

The fast growing use of online conferences (web-based forums) has not solved the problems linked to adequate participation. Those systems often offer an impressive interface, they may allow a good information management structure but they lack the communication incentive which makes the soul of virtual communities. 

 Professional moderation of closed discussion lists is obviously part of the solution, but this is not enough. In order to face the set of identified problems, FUNREDES, an NGO dealing with the dissemination of the Internet in the South, has designed a methodology called EMEC — "Efficient Management of Multilingual Electronic Conferences". The process, applied on the top of moderated distribution lists, was tested for one year (starting mid-99) in the framework of the MISTICA project  — the Spanish acronym for "Methodology and Social Impact of Information and Communication Technologies in America".

In this paper, after having presented the methodology, we shall continue with a description of the experiment; then, we will analyze the first results, and will conclude with some perspectives for the future. 

2 The EMEC Methodology

EMEC deals with the creation of a moderated electronic conference system based on list servers with added value elements aiming at removing currently existing inconveniences which restrict participation; additionally, machine translation is incorporated into the process, to open the space for crosscultural communication.

The set of multilingual services which are implemented aim at sustaining the communication flow of the e-conference, and reducing the amount of unsolicited incoming information while providing easy retrieval of the original contributions. The central elements are:

a) the creation of contribution headers with an information management orientation, the offering of an abstract of the original contribution, and the organized archiving and retrieval of the contributions in various languages;

b) a permanent focus on users training, both implicitly and explicitly.

As far as basic principles are concerned, EMEC combines classic e-mail with Web resources. Four main axes may be identified at the operative level:

1) subscribers receive the contributions in the form of brief messages with the key data of the message and a summary of its content, along with a web reference linking to the page where the original message is available;

2) the original messages are classified and uploaded on a web page;

3) both the presentation note and the integral message are translated into the supported languages;

4) the contributions are automatically archived and retrieval is possible, either from log files (Hypermail, e.g.) or by queries to a specially designed search application.

 Users can enjoy several innovations:

· on the level of incoming mail: a very brief informative note instead of a whole message, reading of the integral message on the Web, use of a selected language;

· on the level of outgoing mail: use of a language according to personal linguistic preferences and abilities, requirement to respect given writing rules in order to make the automatic translation program work efficiently;

· on the archives level: classic e-mail logs; additionally, structured archiving for the original messages;

· on the community charter and on the level of individual commitment: new rights (read and write in one's own language, have one's message diffused without having been translated, have a minimum load of messages, save time in the administration of one's e-mail, have well organized files on the Web) as well as new duties (get used to the context, respect writing rules, go to the Web to read integral messages).

It has become quite common to mix e-mail push and web-based pull in the management of virtual communities. However the EMEC methodology articulates the two supports in an original way. The message sent through a list server to all the members of the virtual community contains three main parts: 

1. raw information about the message: author, title (may be edited during moderation; in the case of a multi-thematic e-conference, the first word indicates the topic), date and time sent, language of the original message, size of the original message or of the translated original message, keywords;

2. a synthesis of the original message;

3. the URL of the original message or its translation.

The website is divided into four parts: 

1. miscellaneous information about the given electronic conference and virtual community, including explicit presentation of netiquette rules and a charter on communication in virtual forums;

2. information about the EMEC methodology;

3. the list archives: both the messages sent to the list and the integral texts of the postings are on the Web; the files transmitted as attachments are organized in a digital library; 

4. a search area, which offers the possibility to perform an advanced multi-criteria search.

The following snapshots of the website show an example of one EMEC-processed message:
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Date: Wed, 12 Jan 2000 12:02:52 - 0400
From: Kemly Camacho Jimenez<kemly@acceso.or.cr>

WARNING: THE FOLLOWING IS A NON EDITED MACHINE TRANSLATION FROM THE ORIGINAL IN
SPANISH

TThere are several levels of analysis of the impact of Intemet in the organizations of the civl society. Most
of these they stay in the most descriptive plane. How not to remain in the aparencial and to pass to the
essential thing? The irmportant thing will be to be able to deterrmine:

1. what added value is giving to the organizations the fact of adopting Intemet, that is to say that differs
substantial it is contributing the technological tool to the acting

2. what uses is giving to the endless quantity of information that is obtained of the net and how they are
related these with the execution of the strategies, proposed goals and the population’s necessities with
which the organization works

3. how new organizational work processes have been implemented to take advantage of the new
communication forms and available information

THE SINGLE FACT OF HAVING ACCESS TO INTERNET DOESNT MAKE THE DIFFERENCE. The fact
that the quantity of available information increases that contacts settle down with many new peaple,
entities and places Web it is not decisive ifthis doesnt impact in the variation of work processes, the
execution of objectives and generation of new ideas, actions, products and sevices

An organization has been able to take advantage of the adoption of Intemet if

1. it has developed an organizational capacity to locate their saurces of information and it has
incorporated to their processes of work forms to discriminate against the useful thing for the
organizational acting

2.1t stays modemized permanently with regard to the topics in which it works and work processes that
contemplate the task of being a day have settled down

3. it has organizational capacity to use of the information that generates the use of Intemet. This is
reflected in the agle transformation of their proposals, senices and products starting frorm the new
acquired knowledge and in the work processes that have been implemented to give to know the useful
information at the diflrent organizational levels.

4. it has established processes to analyze and to systematize the information that comes from the
diflrent senvices of the net. It consumes the information and reprocesa starting frorm their own perspective
and interests, that is to say, it generates new information that locates in the net Intemet again in tum and
that it is used to the intemal of the organization.

5. it has surpassed the individualized use of the tools of Intemet. It is not the same thing the use that
each one of people of the arganization gives to the tools that the organizational processes that settle
down to make use of the net. This is one of the main dificulties that has the analysis of the impact of
Internet in the organizations because the levels of use personnel are very diflrent inside each one of
thern but what it cares is that so much it has incorporated the tool like part of the acting of the
organization and that so much they have settled down political institutional and organizational processes
to make use of the new information and communication. Indiidual people can be agents of change and
instigators of the incorporation of the technology in the entity in which they work but the difference is
made when this it creates capacities to make organizational use of the potentialties of Intemet. In
drastic way it can be said that THE FACT THAT AL THE PEOPLE INSIDE OF OF An ORGANIZATION
they are EXPERT USERS OF INTERNET it doesnt NECESSARILY IMPLY THAT INTERNET THIS
HAVING An IMPORTANT IMPACT IN THE ORGANIZATION.

< A >

Credits | Site Map | E-mail: <webrnistica@funredes org>
it o funredes.org/misticamisticalbddimen php3fidifen/id/os
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From: Kerly CAMACHO <kemly@acceso.or.cr>

Subject: Democ.: The Internet and the civil society

Date: 12/01/2000 12:02:52 -0400

Size of the original message translated from Spanish: 3547 charasters,
52 lines

Reywords: Internet, civil society, analysis

Abstract

Here are three rather descriptive levels of analysis of the impact
of the Internet in the organizations of the civil society.

Further on, amethodology in five points i available, to establish
if an organization has benefited from the adoption of the Infernet.

URL of the original message translated into English
hitpfffanredes. org/misticalenglishiemec/production/c4/0096 bl
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For both time and budget reasons, it is almost always impossible to have human translators throughout the process; the use of a computer-assisted translation program is required. EMEC does not use only automatic translation, however. As far as the key data and abstract are concerned, the translation is entirely made by a human team. The situation differs for the whole text: the message is then pre-processed, i.e. it is roughly re-written according to a set of rules allowing the program to perform better, hence to give an understandable result. People are then encouraged to see the automatic translation merely as a tool which may help them to have a broad idea of the content. Moreover, anyone with a basic knowledge of the original language is invited to use the original message as a tool  able to clarify the automatically translated text.

The EMEC methodology is supposed to be transparent for its users: the main part of the load is supported by professionals, which allows the members of the e-conference to concentrate on the very content, and to stop bothering about what does not belong to content itself. However, a quite heavy logistics supports the effort and there is obviously an associated cost per message.

3 The Experiment in MISTICA

The chance to experiment EMEC was provided by IDRC (International Development Research Center of Canada) in the framework of the project MISTICA, launched late 1998.

EMEC was introduced in September 1999. A regular moderated e-conference in Spanish had been active for six months, among a virtual community of some 180 subscribers. The original mailing list was divided into four lists, run in parallel. The content was strictly identical, the only difference lying in the language: Spanish, Portuguese, French, and English were supported, i.e. the main four languages of the area. 

Members of the virtual community had been prepared to the shift for two months: step by step, weekly messages made them aware of the new methodology which was about to be implemented. However, these messages did not receive much feedback, even when people were asked to chose the language in which they wanted to read their incoming e-mails.

A little less than 400 EMEC-formatted notes were sent to each list during the experiment, i.e. an average of 1 to 2 per working day (up to 6 a day). Many other messages were received by the moderation team, and rejected because they had not followed the rules (spam, out of focus, administrative matters...). For transparency reasons, out of focus messages were temporarily stored in one of three archive categories, the other two being valid messages, and messages limited in time (e.g. conference announcements).

As far as processing cost is concerned, the figure was around US$ 20 per contribution (for 4 languages and with salaries corresponding to an NGO working in the South) and this amount lowered to US$ 10 when the process was automated, at a later stage of the experiment.

The EMEC team was composed of 4 people, a supervisor, and the project manager. The moderation was made by a pool including the Mistica coordination group and the EMEC team supervisor; the moderation was considered too touchy a skill to be delegated. The EMEC team included a full time person responsible for the conduction of the whole process, including the writing of the syntheses (the second sensitive part of the process) and machine translations, and two persons responsible for translating the syntheses and updating the website. The last member of the team was responsible for the design of the automation process (using PosgreSQL under PHP/Linux,) having the working interface designed in close collaboration with the rest of the team. The EMEC program allowed to double the productivity of the team by facilitating and integrating the input/output process through a single interface to the Funredes Linux server. The member of the teams were young European professionals recruited by Funredes via the Internet, willing to share a two year experience in a developing country and holding a skill of librarian with fluency in 3 languages. 

The EMEC team learnt many lessons in one year. Most of our hypotheses were confirmed by the experiment, as described in the next part of the paper.

4 The Evaluation and Lessons Learned  

The experiment was evaluated by the subscribers in June 2000. This questionnaire received more responses than the previous evaluations of the MISTICA project. Many subscribers who had never sent a contribution to the list participated and showed their interest with the experiment. 

We can classify the population of the virtual community into: 

· proactive (less than 10% of the total of subscribers), 

· active (less than 30%),

· passive subscribers (more than 60%)

 According to this scheme, the trend was:

· the proactive group was quite upset by EMEC : they feel it lowered their spontaneity and proactivity;

· the active group saw both advantages and disadvantages (the majority would not stand the poor level of machine translation, many were irritated by a third party making a short abstract of their contributions, most of them acknowledged the benefits of maintaining focus and size); 

· the silent majority (passive group) expressed their high satisfaction with a device allowing them to stay aware with a minimal time investment. 

A provocative way to express part of the outcomes is that some subscribers were happy to see other subscribers messages processed through the EMEC fashion but quite unhappy when their own messages were processed that way, as they see it as an offence to their production... The high level of expectation with machine translation from the subscribers who had not paid attention to the recurrent warnings from the EMEC team about the obvious limitations of that service was a difficult issue to face. Frequent complaints about the unacceptable quality of translation were made. The team wanted to use another term than "translation" to avoid the misconception, something expressing "a minimal  product to help the understanding for  non-speakers", but  no agreement was reached by the end of the project. 

Proactive subscribers felt that the processing time, much higher than in the case of a basic moderation (up to a couple of days, vs. one hour), set too big an obstacle to spontaneous and lively exchanges. Most proactive Internet users have an adequate information management organization: they may also have felt useless a device reinforcing external structure while their own decentralized structure already answered their needs.

As a matter of fact, the unsubscribe rate in MISTICA has always been much below standards and the civil society context of this virtual community allowed a democratic escape of the tensions created (meta discussions on the management of the virtual community and the EMEC processing were accepted in the conference and  final decisions were made by "rough consensus").

Other experiments need of course to be carried on, with other groups, in other frameworks, to reach generalizations on the evaluations and results. The results could be different with a distinct virtual community; our experiment was made within a group characterized by a large majority of Spanish-speaking and ICT professionally skilled subscribers. 

As far as knowledge management is concerned, EMEC gave general satisfaction to the group: the methodology allows to save time, to minimize the information overload, and to reduce the communication gap between people from distinct cultures and backgrounds. In this sense, it fully reached its original objectives. 

5 Perspectives

The experiments conducted to design appropriate methodology for multilingual virtual communities started a long time ago as a will to create an environment of fluid and efficient performance for online groups from various backgrounds, an environment which would protect the members from information overload, and help to develop the proactivity within the community. Its documented and proven methodology, which has built a reliable framework while allowing some flexibility, makes EMEC replicable in many collaborative environments, whatever the topics and linguistic background might be. 

Proactivity determined a whole range of satisfaction: hence, it appears that a methodology able to customize the settings would be likely to satisfy all participants. This is the essence of the second version of EMEC: each member of the virtual community would define the form of interface with the list that (s)he prefers, as far as synthesis and translation are concerned.

Another line of improvements concerns the scope of languages: indigenous languages (Quetchua, e.g.), Creoles (Haitian, e.g.), should be added to the list of languages supported in the future, as long as corresponding machine translation software get available.

Finally, Funredes will open a new line of research in incoming projects (like in http://funredes.org/olistica), which consists of adding a new and independent layer on the top of EMEC, aiming at enhancing participation in virtual  environments. The basic idea is that efficient face-to-face meetings are chaired by highly-skilled professionals, often called "facilitators", which help people to participate evenly, balance creativity and focus, help to solve group conflicts and, as a general rule, facilitate the communication flow in the conference room. The concept would be then to recreate this profile and the corresponding  tools in an environment which is deeply different in many communication patterns (asynchronous, no physical feedback, written expression...).

6 Useful Links – Further Readings
· http://funredes.org/emec: EMEC homepage and access to details of methodology and Mistica experiment.

· http://funredes.org/mistica/english/emec/method_emec/presentation.html: Presentation of EMEC methodology.

· ftp://ftp.funredes.org/pub/DOCumentos/EMEC-E.DOC: Original EMEC document (1997). 

· http://funredes.org/mistica/english/emec/method_emec/faq.html: EMEC FAQ.

· http://funredes.org/mistica/castellano/emec/documentacion/correos.html: EMEC explanation for users (Spanish only).

· http://funredes.org/mistica/bdd/search.php3/idi/en: EMEC Search Interface.

· http://funredes.org/mistica/bdd/mess.php3/idi/en/categ/C4: Access to the EMEC base of messages.

· http://funredes.org/mistica/english/evaluations/resevalemecen.html: Results of users evaluation
· http://funredes.org/mistica: MISTICA homepage

· http://funredes.org/mistica/english/project/: Presentation of the MISTICA project
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