Moderator’s Instruction Manual for Government IdeaScale Sites   

As of January 20, 2010
 
I.      Background 

This guide is meant for people who act as Moderators on the IdeaScale platform that GSA has arranged for use in Open Government-related dialogs with the public.  The purpose of these dialogs is to get feedback from the public in a discussion that is as focused and useful as possible. As a moderator, your job is to ensure the dialog is constructive, and that conversations explore relevant issues. In order for that to occur, you will need to review submissions frequently, in order to:  

· Ensure that submissions to the dialog comply with the Terms of Participation as they are presented to participants; and  
· Gain awareness of the kinds of ideas and themes being submitted so that you are better prepared to be responsive to them once this initial dialog has concluded. 


The purpose of this guide is to make you aware of the features, tools, and procedures that the IdeaScale site puts at your disposal to help meet these goals.
Each agency will have a Lead Moderator who will be responsible for supporting and recruiting other moderators and helping make decisions about how to handle certain ideas and comments, and how to address participants. The Lead Moderator will also be responsible for creating a system or schedule to help moderators work more efficiently as a group. It’s important that all moderators communicate on a regular basis and update each other on suspicious or inappropriate behavior by participants. It will be the Lead Moderator's role to coordinate this process at their own agency.  At the agency's discretion, the Lead Moderator might also be person responsible for funneling the ideas received from the dialog to agency management so they can be incorporated into the Open Government Plan.
Finally, please note that this guide has been created by GSA in partnership with IdeaScale. Although it reflects a clear and detailed understanding of how the IdeaScale platform works, it is virtually certain that once the IdeaScale site is hosting a large and lively conversations, new scenarios will arise that are not considered here.  We are committed to doing our best to track and solve those as quickly as possible; as a moderator, your help in notifying us about those situations, and documenting your results, will be key to helping us all get smarter about the use of public dialogs as time goes on.

II.   What participants can do on the site  
Participants who visit the IdeaScale site can interact with it in seven ways: 
1.    View, search, and explore all content on the site (NO log-in required) 
2.    Submit an original idea to a particular category (log-in required) 
3.    Submit a comment about an idea (log-in required) 
4.    Vote on an idea (log-in required) 
5.    Flag inappropriate ideas and comments, as being either SPAM/Inappropriate or Duplicate (log-in required) 

6.    Share ideas through your Twitter feed or on your Facebook page 
7.    Tag an idea.
  

It is important to allow users to view content without logging in for two reasons: First, so that even if they don't have their own content to contribute, they can engage with the discussion and take advantage of the transparency and community that it offers.  Second, while many participants will not arrive at the site intending to contribute content -- an idea, vote, or comment -- allowing them to explore the existing content and participation before registering may compel them to engage where they were not otherwise planning to.  This is based on a simple, key rule: Community begets community, and participation begets participation. 

 

III. How To Interact with the Public on the Site 

Because the IdeaScale site allows the best ideas to "rise to the top," it enables you to have a true two-way dialogue with the public, rather than simply receiving their ideas in a one-way fashion.  To the extent you are comfortable, Lead Moderators are strongly encouraged to interact with the public on the site itself through the comment functionality.  It is not necessary to commit your agency to accepting or rejecting a given idea; simply posing additional questions, asking for more information, correcting misinformation, or complimenting a user on a well-thought-out post are valid and important forms of engagement with the public.  Where possible, you should also update users on the status of ideas if you have accepted or rejected them internally.
This dialog is an opportunity for you not only to gain ideas, but to introduce yourself to your stakeholders and customers, and to build community by introducing them to each other.  You can build a strong relationship with your customers by confirming that their voice is heard.  Your agency may want to email users if their idea was unclear or if their post was deleted because, for example, they included PII.
Moderators should represent themselves on the site with the following format: [FIRST NAME] ([AGENCY NAME] Moderator).  So, if your name is Joe and you are moderating the Department of Transportation's IdeaScale site, your name might be Joe (DOT Moderator).  This naming system ensures full transparency so that participants know they are talking to/hearing from the agency, and allows you to engage in authentic one-on-one interaction without revealing your true name or identity.  If you are not comfortable revealing your first name, simply use "[AGENCY NAME] Moderator" as your username. 
IV. How to get started   

1.    Read the Terms of Participation and become familiar with them. 
2.    Set up your account on the dialog site. Your Lead Moderator can help you set up an account. 

a.               Go to the site http://open(AGENCY ACRONYM).ideascale.com (e.g. "http://opengsa.ideascale.com") and select Login/Sign up  

b.               Enter your email address and password, then select Login 
c.                You will get an email that will prompt you to verify your account by clicking on a link in the body of an email, which will bring you to your agency's IdeaScale site. 
d.               Click on the link titled, "My Profile" in the left nav and then click "Edit" to change your first name.
            
3. Make sure you are subscribed to the Lead Moderators' e-mail listserv, hosted by GSA to provide quick access to moderator support services. (Instructions forthcoming.)
   

V.  Moderating the site  
One of the most important initial decisions that a Lead Moderator will have to make is whether to manually approve or reject all ideas submitted by the public before they are displayed on the site ("pre-moderation"), or to allow ideas to be posted to the site immediately and review them afterwards ("post-moderation") for compliance with the Terms of Participation.  Our recommended best practice is to choose post-moderation and let all ideas appear on the site immediately, as this provides a much more friendly experience for the user and reduces the agency's role as a "bottleneck" to ideas being posted.  However, if the overall volume of ideas/comments is low enough, or if the volume of malicious posts is large enough, your agency may want to switch to pre-moderation. 

It is important to note that ideas and comments are treated differently by the IdeaScale tool, and that comments made on ideas post automatically to the site.  Ideas can be: 
· Moved to different categories if they are initially submitted into the wrong category; 
· "Graduated" to a separate Off Topic community, if they do not violate the Terms of Participation but are not on-topic or relevant to the discussion; or 
· Deleted entirely if they do not comply with the Terms of Participation. 

Comments can NOT be moved to the Off Topic community; they can only be deleted if they do not comply with the Terms of Participation.  Refer to the Terms of Participation to see what language will prompt deletion from the site.  Moderators should not edit the text of ideas or comments; only approve, move, recategorize, or reject them as appropriate. 

The IdeaScale platform also allows users to help with moderation by flagging ideas and comments.  Ideas can be flagged as either SPAM/Inappropriate or as Duplicates.  Once an idea is flagged, Moderators should receive an e-mail notification, as well as see the idea appear in their Site Admin panel under the "Pending Ideas Approval" link.  Flagging also removes the idea or comment from the main dialog site (though it will still be viewable through search and through the idea's direct URL), and sends it to the moderator's queue for approval/rejection. 
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***It is important (best practice) that agencies moderate everything by the end of the day.   IdeaScale refreshes its cache at end of day.  Until it refreshes, things that have been deleted are still in the cache so they will still show up in RSS feeds only (not on site but in RSS feeds).  This means PII could still be in the RSS until cache is refreshed. 
Using these tools, the Moderator should: 

  

1.    Check your agency's moderation queue regularly to find ideas and comments that may need intervention from the moderators.  While the moderators are reviewing items, the public will see a message that says 'pending moderator approval.' 

     

2. Ensure the creation of a process for preserving any ideas or comments that are deleted, in compliance with your agency's records management policy. 
  3.    Review Ideas! **It is important to note that the titles of ideas do not go through the pre-set curse filter, so moderators will need to check the titles for profanity**  
If you receive ideas in languages other than English, you may want to use Google Translator (or another translator tool) to see if the idea is useful to the dialog conversation and then check the idea against the Terms of Participation.

a. Pre-moderation. If your agency is pre-moderating ideas, you will have to review each idea, both comparing it to the Terms of Participation and reviewing it for off-topic content or duplication, and manually approve the idea before it is posted to the site.  You can do this using the same function in the "Site Admin" tab mentioned on the previous page.  If the idea doesn't comply with the Terms of Participation, proceed to letter (d). 

 
b. Wrong Category. If an idea appears in the wrong category, you may move it to the appropriate category.  Doing this does not actually move the idea off of the site or in any way cause the content of the idea to be lost, hidden, or altered. 
i. Select a submitted idea by clicking on the idea title and then the "Edit" button underneath the name of the idea 
ii. From the drop-down list, click on Edit 
iii. Select a suitable Category, from the drop-down menu, then click on Save Changes 
iv. Click on Continue. 
c. Off Topic. If an idea doesn’t fit into any of the dialog categories or otherwise contains material that is not relevant to the discussion, you may move it to the Off Topic community.   

i. Click on the idea title to enter the idea detail page.  
ii. Click the the “Graduate Idea” link in the manage panel.    
iii. Choose the community from the drop-down (if not already chosen) and click the "Graduate" button.
iv. This process creates a copy of the original idea on the Off Topic community, so you will want to remove the original idea from the dialog once the idea has been graduated, so there won't be a duplicate. 

v. The idea status will now be marked as closed. You can now click the "Delete" button to remove the idea from your community.

  
d. TOP Violation. If the idea does not comply with the Terms of Participation, you may delete it from the site after recording its contents in a way that complies with your agency's records management policies. If you are unsure whether the idea complies, check with your agency’s Lead Moderator, other agencies' Lead Moderators, or GSA support staff. 
i.  On the IdeaScale site, click on the Edit button underneath the title of the idea 
ii.  
From the drop-down list, click on Delete 
iii. 
Click on OK. 
e. Flagged Ideas. As noted above, users are able to flag ideas that are inappropriate in order to bring them to the attention of the Moderator. Once an idea has been flagged, it will not be visible on the dialog, except by search and direct URL, until the moderator has intervened.  You will need to check if the idea complies with the site's Terms of Participation.  Every time an idea is flagged, its "flag count" increases by one; approval by the moderator resets the flag counter.  
i. You can approve a flagged idea by clicking the "Approve" checkmark.  If the idea is approved, it will then re-appear on the site. 
ii. If the idea that was flagged complies with the Terms of Participation but is not relevant to the discussion, you can move it to the Off Topic community. 
iii. If the idea that was flagged does NOT comply, you may record it and delete it from the site.  If you are unsure whether the flagged post complies, check with your agency’s Lead Moderator, other agencies' Lead Moderators, or GSA support staff.
  

4.  Review Comments. As noted above, the IdeaScale site treats Ideas and Comments differently.  Comments will automatically post to the site and can not be pre-moderated.  You will need to review the comments to ensure they comply with the site's Terms of Participation. 

a.  TOP Violation. If the comment does NOT comply with the Terms of Participation, you will need to make a record of the comment and delete it from the site. If you are unsure if the comment does not comply, check with your agency’s Lead Moderator, other agencies' Lead Moderators, or GSA support staff.  

                                

    
b.    Flagged Comments. Users are able to flag comments that are inappropriate, although they cannot specify the reason for the flag (i.e. SPAM/Inappropriate or Duplicate).  Once a comment has been flagged it will be hidden from the site.  If approved, the comment will be visible again on the site.  If rejected by the moderator, it will be deleted from the site.  You will want to record the comment (before deletion) in a way that complies with your agency's records management policy.
You will need to check if the idea complies with our Terms of Participation.  Once a flagged comment has been approved by the moderator, this resets the flag counter on that comment. 
i. You can approve the comment by clicking the Approve checkmark.  If the comment is approved, it will then re-appear on the site. 
ii. If the comment does NOT comply with the Terms of Participation, you may record it and then delete it from the site.  If you are unsure if the flagged post does not comply, check with your agency’s Lead Moderator, other agencies' Lead Moderators or GSA support staff. 
          

5.    How to handle ideas/comments that are received via email. 
a. You can manually add ideas that are emailed to the site after checking them against the Terms of Participation.
  

b. At the beginning of the body of the idea, you may want to add this language: "this idea was sent to our agency's email inbox..."    

  

 Resources: 

1.  Help & Resources Page on IdeaScale.com - http://www.ideascale.com/help/  
 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

  

