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CGIAR 

The Consultative Group on International Agricultural 
Research (CGIAR) was created in 1971 from an 
association of public and private members that support a 
system of 16 international agricultural research centers 
known as Future Harvest Centers. Working in more 
than 100 countries, The Future Harvest Centers 
mobilize cutting-edge science to reduce hunger and 
poverty, improve human nutrition and health, and 
protect the environment. The Centers are located in 12 
developing and 3 developed countries and are 
sponsored by The World Bank, the Food and 
Agriculture Organization (FAO), and the United Nations 
Development Program (UNDP) The CGIAR budget in 
2000 was US $340 million. All new technologies arising 
from the Center’s research are freely available to 
everyone. For more information about the CGIAR, see: 
www.cgiar.org 
 

GENDER AND DIVERSITY PROGRAM 

The CGIAR Gender and Diversity Program serves to 
cultivate a workplace where diversity is celebrated and 
all staff are empowered to give their best to enrich 
future harvests. Its overall goal is to assist the 16 CGIAR 
Centers to seek out and collectively gain from the 
diversity inherent within the global organization. The 
Gender and Diversity Program grew out of a 1991 
CGIAR initiative on gender staffing aimed at assisting the 
Centers to promote the recruitment, accomplishment, 
advancement and retention of women scientists and 
professionals 

In 1999, this program was broadened to include 
diversity. The program provides support to the 
Centers through small grants, technical assistance, 
and management consulting, training, and 
information services. The CGIAR Gender and 
Diversity Program is hosted by ICRAF (Nairobi, 
Kenya) and the Program Leader is Vicki Wilde 
(v.wilde@cgiar.org). 
 
The Gender and Diversity Program seeks to use 
diversity to strengthen internal and external 
partnerships that enhance the relevance and 
impact of the Centers, by creating and maintaining 
an organizational culture that:  
• Attracts and retains the world’s best women 

and men; 
• Encourages the recruitment and promotion of 

under-represented groups;  
• Establishes a workplace climate of genuine 

respect, equity and high morale; 
• Promotes a healthy balance between 

professional and private lives; 
• Inspires world-class competency in multi-

cultural teamwork, cross-cultural 
communication and international management; 

• Empowers and enthuses all women and men in 
the system to maximize professional efficacy 
and collectively contribute their best; and 

• Rewards leadership, creativity and innovation 
that employs and celebrates diversity in the 
Centers. 

 
 

 

CGIAR CENTERS 
CIAT 
CIFOR 
CIMMYT 
CIP 
ICARDA 
ICLARM 
ICRAF 
ICRISAT 
IFPRI 
IWMI 
IITA 
ILRI 
IPGRI 
IRRI 
ISNAR 
WARDA 

Centro Internacional de Agricultura Tropical (COLOMBIA) 
Center for International Forestry Research (INDONESIA) 
Centro Internacional de Mejoramiento de Maiz y Trigo (MEXICO) 
Centro Internacional de la Papa (PERU) 
International Center for Agricultural Research in the Dry Areas (SYRIA) 
International Center for Living Aquatic Resources Management (MALAYSIA) 
International Center for Research in Agroforestry (KENYA) 
International Crops Research Institute for the Semi-Arid Tropics (INDIA) 
International Food Policy Research Institute (USA) 
International Irrigation and Water Management Institute (SRI LANKA) 
International Institute of Tropical Agriculture (NIGERIA) 
International Livestock Research Institute (KENYA) 
International Plant Genetics Resources Institute (ITALY) 
International Rice Research Institute (PHILIPPINES) 
International Service for National Agricultural Research (THE NETHERLANDS) 
West Africa Rice Development Association (COTE D’IVOIRE) 
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Creating Connection Online  
BEHIND THE SCENES AT THE DIVERSITY IN ACTION E-
CONFERENCE 

The 16 Future Harvest Centers, through the 
CGIAR Gender and Diversity Program, are 
committed to building and supporting staff 
diversity, and creating international teams 
that work together to increase organizational 
impact. They recognize that staff diversity is 
key to good science, innovation and problem 
solving, and more likely to produce results 
that are relevant to their clients and partners.  

Taking up the challenge, the Gender and 
Diversity Program (G&D) constantly looks for ways to 
help Centers use their rich diversity to increase research 
and management excellence. The goal is to find 
opportunities for dialogue and to share experiences so 
that staff members from all rungs of the organizational 
ladder and from different backgrounds and cultures can 
contribute their best. G&D also recognizes the importance 
of finding cost-effective ways to communicate and build 
together. It is both expensive and time consuming to 
bring representatives from 16 Centers together for 
meetings. That is why G&D decided to hold a meeting for 
Center directors general and their teams in cyberspace. 

G&D launched Diversity in Action, its first online e-
conference, from 23 April to 4 May 2001. ‘Meeting’ online 
provided the opportunity to create an in-depth dialog 
while respecting the time constraints of the Centers’ 
leadership and staff. Ninety participants from around the 
globe took part, logging on from as many as 20 countries. 
This is the behind-the-scenes story of the creation and 
execution of the Diversity in Action e-conference and the 
lessons learned.1  

WHAT IS AN E-CONFERENCE OR ONLINE EVENT? 

An e-conference (e-con) is a time-delimited event held 
over the Internet. Participants have a web address rather 

                                                           
1  The tools and content of the Diversity in Action E-conference is available on CD-ROM from 

the CGIAR Gender and Diversity Program.  

My most important 
learning was that 
there is no time like 
the present to tackle 
issues of imbalances in 
gender and diversity if 
institutions and we 
want to excel. 
 
E-Con Participant 
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than a street address, and take part by using a computer 
connected to the Internet. The Diversity in Action E-con 
was designed to be asynchronous. Participants did not 
have to be online at the same time; they could log on 
whenever they were able to, at any time of the day or 
night. They were given a username and password and 
directed to the E-con web site. It had designated sites for 
conference activities just like a conference center would 
have a variety of rooms for different purposes. There 
were work and discussion spaces, a document repository 
or ‘cybrary’, polling sites, and even spaces for cyber-
socializing. Directors general, national and international 
staff, scientists and administrators shared their ideas 
freely.  

The purpose of this document is to offer lessons learned 
to others who may be considering similar online 
conferences. 

 
PLANNING AND PREPARATION  

The planning team consisted of Vicki Wilde, G&D 
program leader, Sue Canney-Davison, team consultant, 
and Nancy White, online interaction consultant. They 
began planning the E-con shortly after the G&D diversity 
workshop, CGIAR Centers Working with Diversity for 
Excellence and Impact, held in Nairobi in September 2000. 
In the new lexicon of cyber-terminology, 
that Nairobi meeting was a face-to-face (F2F) 
rather than a virtual meeting (see Appendix 
A for a glossary of cyber terminology). The 
initial planning for the E-con was done via 
email, and then conference space was set up 
on the web where all subsequent planning 
occurred. It is significant to note that all 
planning was virtual.  

Planning progressed slowly at first, then in 
bursts of activity as task definitions 
sharpened and deadlines approached.  

Lesson: Clear timelines create urgency and 
encourage forward movement for virtual or 
distributed teams.  

The planning tasks for the E-con included: 
• Defining goals 
• Assessing and understanding the target audience 

E-Con Participant 
learned..."That none 
of us have all the 
answers, but by 
talking to (not at) 
one another, really 
listening to one 
another and then 
working together, 
we CAN generate 
most of the 
answers." 
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• Planning the agenda 
• Designing tools and structure of the space 
• Creating space (putting background readings and 

resources online, designing polls) 
• Executing the event (participant preparation, 

marketing and facilitation)  
• Evaluating the entire process 

Goals 
In planning Diversity in Action E-con, the first step was 
to carry out a survey of the directors general (DGs), to 
determine their availability, interests and goals for the e-
conference. The DGs decided who would participate, 
prioritized issues and chose the conference dates.  

Based on DGs responses, the event was limited to two 
weeks. The original list of potential activities was 
significantly pared down to concentrate on those tasks 
with the greatest chance of moving forward G&D work 
while respecting time limitations. 

Three objectives were defined and posted at the top of the 
conference agenda. The conference site was designed 
with the following objectives: 

• Agreeing to a system-wide vision for gender and 
diversity 

• Committing the most relevant issues on gender and 
diversity to Center-specific actions 

• Experimenting with a new online approach that is 
sensitive to the time constraints of Center staff. 

 
Lesson: The most important step in 
planning an online event is establishing a 
goal or purpose that is clearly understood 
by and of value to the target audience. It is 
easy to ignore an online space. No one can 
‘see’ if participants are ‘paying attention’. 
So a compelling purpose is key to 
participation. 
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DESIGN  

Design started 
with audience 
assessment. 
The survey of 
the DGs 
yielded 
information 
on availability 
of time and 
level of 
Internet access 
at the Centers. 
Because many 
participants 
have slow 
Internet 
connections, 
files were kept 
small. 

Meeting 
online is a 

new concept that can be frustrating to those unfamiliar 
with the software. Thus, the E-con site design focused on 
simplicity and creating a series of event spaces, just like 
one might find in F2F meeting rooms.  

Seven spaces were set up for the participants with icons 
designed for each. The icons represented following:  

• Main Entry Point—the conference homepage where 
daily messages directed participants to the most 
important activity of the day and linked them to the 
E-con agenda. 

• Reception and Cafe—for online introductions and 
casual conversation to build a comfortable sense of 
‘group’. 

• Events—regularly scheduled interactive polls and 
events that all participants were asked to join in. 

• Diversity Results and Discussions—provided 
summaries of polls and outcomes of events.  

• Center Work Areas—individual sites for each center, 
where center teams worked together online to 
develop their G&D action plans for follow-up. 

Fig 1. E-con "Front Page" with navigation icons 
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• Ask the Experts—an online group of guest experts 
providing advice to center teams. 

• Cybrary—event document repository of G&D 
resource materials, plus support information about 
online events and interaction. 

 

The event space was designed using WebCrossing, a tool 
for online conferences that customizes platforms for both 
asynchronous (discussion boards) and synchronous (chat) 
discussions. For this E-con, only the discussion boards were 
used, because of different time zones, and the potential for 
misunderstanding in a fast-paced chat environment where 
language and cultural issues can be barriers.  

Each conference activity was presented as a ‘folder’ with an 
identifying icon. Through the icons, participants could 
access any topic or discussion. These cyber discussions can 
be formatted in a linear sequence (where each posting is 
piled upon the previous posting, chronologically, much like 
clothes on a clothesline) or in a threaded or branching 
manner. For this E-con, we used linear sequencing for the 
dialog and conversational topics, and threaded sequencing 
for question and answer topics.  

Because users deal with online spaces differently, the site 
was designed to allow a choice of navigation options. For 
those who prefer visual navigation tools, a hyperlinked 
image map (figure 1) was on the upper part of the main 
page. On the left side of the page was an always-visible 

navigation bar (figure 2) that offered links to each major 
area, a full site index link (figure 3), and a ‘presence’ tool 
which showed who was online at any time. Finally, the 
nested folder structure (figure 4) was visible in the lower 
right area of the page. ‘Breadcrumb’ trails (figure 5) 
appeared at the top and bottom of all pages except the 
Home Page, showing how a particular topic nested into a 
folder and its location within the site. These navigation 
elements provided access to the main page and allowed 
users to see where they were in the overall site structure.

Figure 2.  
Navigation Bar 
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Figure 4. ‘Folder’ structure 

  

Figure 3. Full Site Index 
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Lesson: Users tend to pick and use the 
navigation approach best suited to their 
learning styles, backgrounds and habits, 
which is why it is important for site 
designers to offer the participants a choice 
of navigation tools. 
 

Scaffolding for social structure  
The Reception and Café social area was designed and 
placed on the website specifically for ongoing informal 
conversation. The program designers realized that tools 
alone would not create a productive and comfortable 
online work environment. Members of the group needed 
to meet each other and establish rapport in order to work 
together. Some level of trust had to be established.  

Lesson: Establishing trust and rapport is as 
important online as it is offline. 

Lesson: E-conferences create a written record of each 
interchange that allows members to establish their 
expertise and relationships. This possibility helps build 
participation. 

Agenda development 
The agenda was set for two weeks with individual 
scheduled activities allotted at least three days so that 
participants who were traveling or in other meetings 
could still take part, even if they were unable to log on 
daily. All major activities were initiated in the first week 
because a pre-assessment of the participants had shown 
that some would not be available during the second 
week. 

Lesson: Keeping each activity or discussion 
open for a few days allows for better 

 

 
Figure 5. "Breadcrumb" trail example 
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participation, in light of busy work and 
travel schedules.  

Content development 
Background materials on gender and diversity, including 
recommendations and ideas from the Nairobi F2F 
diversity meeting, were formatted and placed on the 
online cybrary. New materials created by the guest 
experts, including resources for the interactive events, 
also were on the cybrary. In addition, a small menu of 
online interaction resources was posted for those who 
wished to familiarize themselves with online 
conferencing. (Note: interactive refers to activities that 
use a program or tool, such as responding to an online 
poll; and interaction refers to activities among people, 
such as participants discussing the poll’s results through 
posted emails.)) Eight specific subject-matter resources 
and six online interaction resources were provided (a list 
of the Cybrary materials can be found in Appendix D).  

Mapping the group processes 
To accommodate participant requirements, a combination 
of approaches that included polling, discussion and small 
group work was used to meet the objectives of the E-con. 
These various modes of input, interaction and 
communication provided a range of options meant to 
satisfy the participants’ different cultures, preferences 
and styles. The term ‘mapping’ refers to the links 
between process and design. In this case, the planners 
identified the elements needed for the success of the 
conference (polling, discussion and group work), and 
then organized them into a ‘map’ to give an overview of 
the entire conference process. 

• Polling was designed to assure that those with little 
time available would still have their ‘voices’ 
sufficiently heard. Poll results were presented as 
graphs for visual learners. 

• Discussion topics were offered for those who prefer 
conversational interaction and the opportunity to 
explore key issues in depth.  

• Background material in the cybrary was available for 
those who wanted a big-picture understanding of an 
issue before entering into dialog.  

• Group topic discussions were set up so the 
participants could share their own experiences with 
one another, tap the knowledge of the guest experts 
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(Ask the Experts), and talk about the poll results. 
Some of the most productive conversations centered 
on the poll results.  

• Center discussions in small groups were organized 
not only to support Centers as they developed an 
action plan, but also to provide a taste of virtual 
teaming.  

Lesson: A choice of large and small groups 
allows participants to choose where they 
felt the most comfortable. As a rule, people 
tend to be more reserved in larger open 
groups or spaces and more intimate in 
smaller groups or spaces. 

Site construction 
Well before the E-con opened, a draft site was 
constructed and reviewed by the team. Logos, icons, 
colors and other features were tested and revised.  

Site construction was more iterative than originally 
anticipated. The site underwent two major revisions plus 
a great deal of tweaking prior to the opening of the event. 
We realized that the initial agenda was too complex for a 
first-time online event and it needed to be simpler. The 
second revision occurred during and after a practice 
session held with the E-con team and some of the guest 
experts.  

Lesson: Even more than ever, the planners 
learned that time is a scarce commodity and 
it is imperative to seek simplicity.  

The revisions reflected four factors and subsequent 
lessons. 

• Working online was new to most of the planning 
team members. They had to build a shared 
understanding of the possibilities of an online event, 
which slowed the planning and design process and 
resulted in more adjustments and revisions than 
anticipated.  

Lesson: When working with teams new to 
online interaction, allow for ample planning 
time.  

• The team was creating something entirely new, 
requiring creation of new tools, approaches and 
processes. It took time, but these tools, approaches 
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and processes are now available as on-going 
resources for the organization (available on CD).  

Lesson: Look for both short- and long-term 
benefits when assessing resources. Allocate 
more time for mock-up and revision. Seeing 
the site is more beneficial than talking about 
it. The time invested in getting it right 
provides value not just for the event, but 
also for subsequent efforts. 

• There was a strong desire for an integrated look that 
complemented the G&D and CGIAR logos, but there 
was no one on the team with graphic design skills. 

Lesson: A graphic designer on the planning 
team can help create a space that is visually 
interesting as well as easy to understand 
and navigate.  

• More complicated polling and survey tools were 
designed than originally anticipated, requiring 
software coding and data compiling by hand.   

Lesson: A skilled programmer on the 
planning team can design software that 
makes it easier to include and modify polls 
as well as to compile data.  

REHEARSAL 

A one-week rehearsal familiarized the guest experts with 
the site and allowed them to test the setup. By working 
through the polls and conversation sites, they were able 
to isolate and correct potential problems. The agenda was 
simplified and text revised. A record of the dress 
rehearsal debrief was saved to be used in future E-con 
planning efforts. The ‘arrival’ of guest experts online 
provided the chance to test the set up with people new to 
both the platform and the agenda. It also underscored the 
importance of briefing participants so they are clear on 
expectations for their contribution. 

 

DEFINING ROLES OF THE FACILITATOR AND GUEST 
EXPERTS  

The facilitation team for the E-con consisted of the 
planning team plus the eight guest experts (content 
facilitators). A private ‘backstage’ space was set up for 
them to discuss progress during the E-con. It provided 
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them with a place to debrief, coordinate, and generally 
unwind and support each other, away from the 
participants.  

There was some initial confusion on the part of the 
experts on how to move conversations forward and when 
to respond to the participants rather than drive the 
conversation. Backstage discussions helped resolve these 
issues. During the E-con, the guest experts became 
accustomed to the special needs and techniques of online 
facilitation where there is no physical presence or body 
language to help determine how participants are reacting 
to ideas and comments, and they could not determine 
who knew whom and who needed introduction.  

Lesson: Although E-con techniques are 
similar to processes used in F2F meetings; 
they have different manifestations and can 
be awkward at first. It is helpful to provide 
online facilitation tips and resources as was 
done for this group (see appendix C). 
Rehearsals help refine both the site design 
and the facilitation processes.  
 

TECHNICAL AND FACILITATION SUPPORT 

The online interaction consultant was available 16 hours a 
day, seven days a week, prior to and during the E-con. 
Because of the global time zone range, this left an 8-hour 
gap. From a facilitation standpoint, the E-con had 
amazing coverage. Sue Canney-Davison, the team 
consultant, was not only online, she also spent hours 
processing and formatting poll results. Program leader 
Vicki Wilde had an almost constant presence while also 
working off-line to re-write the various versions of the 
drafted vision statement and various other tasks. .  . Most 
experts logged on more than once a day.  

Lesson: It is important to recognize how 
many hours will be required to provide 
sufficient support for a global event such as 
this one. It is suggested that future E-cons 
have two technical support experts, to allow 
complete technical coverage without too 
much sleep deprivation.  
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PRE-CONFERENCE NOTIFICATIONS TO PARTICIPANTS 

All participants received a series of emails about the E-
con. It began with group mailings urging all participants 
to ‘save the date’. Next, Vicki Wilde sent personal emails 
to encourage key participants to block time for 
participation. These recruitment efforts were critical to 
the success of the event. Vicki used her association with 
the people involved to build commitment and to make 
participants aware of their importance to the event’s 
success.  

Just prior to the E-con, participants were given the site’s 
URL address and access information including user 
names and passwords. Participants were pre-registered 
by E-con staff so they did not have to go through that 
process.  

Lesson: A little positive, personalized 
pressure in the form of emails can go a long 
way towards building engagement online. 
 

‘THE SHOW’ 

The E-con site opened three days before the actual 
conference to allow participants explore the online space 
and familiarize themselves with the tools.  

Introductions 
Participants were asked to introduce themselves online to 
establish rapport as a group. E-con facilitators responded 
personally to each participant with a welcome message 
and some comment pertinent to the individual's 
introduction, letting them know they were ‘heard’. After 
the first few introductions some participants started 
welcoming each other, taking a degree of ownership in 
the group process that helped build a stronger sense of 
participation.  

Lesson: The group formation process is very 
important in an online conference when the 
only real contact participants have with 
each other is reading text messages. It also 
allows people to create their identity and 
start establishing their reputation within the 
group.  
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Lesson: Attention to social factors helps 
build trust and helps people link with 
others to share information and set up 
future collaboration. 

Polls  
The E-con used a series of polls, checklists and surveys to 
make issues visible and to help the group members see 
where they shared opinions and where they differed. 
Polls were also used to help test consensus on the draft 
vision statement. Because these tools can be used in other 
activities, they provided one of the measurable ‘products’ 
of the E-con. The following polls were carried out: 

• Triple Lens Poll—provided a tool for exploring the 
meaning of ‘diversity’ and for examining one’s own 
social, cultural and functional diversity. 

• Cultural Values Checklist—explored personal 
cultural values vis a vis organizational cultural 
values. 

• Is Your Center Truly Multicultural? —Measured 
opinions about how far Centers have progressed and 
how much further they need to go towards being 
truly multicultural in their operations. 

• Vision Statement Final Poll—tested consensus on a 
draft statement, revisions and final version of the 
vision statement. 

 
Lesson: Interactive polls provide quick and 
often revealing opportunities. Anonymous 
input allows groups to see a range of 
opinions, agreements, disagreements and 
experiences that may otherwise be invisible 
to the group—online or offline. 
Lesson: ‘Conversation’ is the staple of 
online interaction, but it can be a slow and 
voluminous way to collect information. To 
be more efficient, the information can be 
gathered via polls and surveys, and the 
results can be reported through concise 
summaries, written in a conversational 
tone. 

Discussions and Ask the Experts 
Although many thoughtful discussions were exchanged 
during the E-con, many of them were outside the 
formally structured discussion spaces. In fact, on looking 
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just at the discussion spaces, it might seem that there was 
not a significant amount of discussion. However, there 
were 450 individual postings—they just always weren't 
where one might expect to find them. Below are the main 
discussion topics that emerged: 

• What is diversity? 
• Acknowledging issues of race and ethnicity  
• Advantages and disadvantages of certain social 

identities 
• Bridging the gap between nationally and 

internationally recruited staff 
• ‘Where are the women?’ The recruitment and 

retention of women scientists 
• ‘What about spouses?’ Family life in faraway places 
• Retaining good staff 
• Formal and informal organizational culture and 

change  
• ‘What is good leadership?’ Power and performance: 

walking the talk  
• The benefits and challenges of multi-cultural teams  

 
Lesson: It takes time for participants to 
learn how to navigate a new online space 
and where to post their thoughts, responses 
and questions. For short events such as a 
two-week E-con, having fewer spaces may 
help focus discussions.  
Lesson: Expert input might be more 
effective if the experts scan the entire site 
and interject where needed rather than 
having the participants identify and query 
experts only in their specific areas. When 
there are interesting topics, people don't 
care where the discussions fit in. They just 
want to discuss! 

Vision statement 
One of the primary goals of the E-con was to develop and 
affirm a G&D Vision Statement. A draft version was 
offered as a starting point, asking for comments that were 
incorporated into a second draft. The second draft was 
openly discussed,  followed by polling for closure. In the 
final evaluation of the E-con, 74 per cent of those who 
completed the evaluation form agreed or strongly agreed 
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that the process of commenting on a draft vision 
statement was beneficial. 

Options for Action  
The individual Center work was done in the Options for 
Action section. Within the E-con site, areas were 
designated for teams from each Center to review a menu 
of 10 G&D activities. The team members discussed 
among themselves which activities could be used or 
adapted by their Center, and from that discussion they 
created a Center-specific action plan. As an incentive, a 
team that completed its plan and submitting a request for 
funding was offered some financial support from the 
G&D Program. Online forms simplified the process and 
provided a uniform format for evaluating funding. By the 
end of the E-con, 12 Centers had selected 26 G&D 
activities to be implemented during the next two years, 
and 10 Centers had applied to G&D for small grants. In 
two weeks this E-con created a system-wide vision 
statement, committed itself to 26 G&D activities, and 
witnessed a new level of awareness arising from 
energetic discussions. 

 
Lesson: A great deal of work can be 
accomplished in a short period of time.  
Lesson: Organizers should consider ways to 
blend e-cons with small, site-specific F2F 
meetings to enhance the team aspects.  

Backstage coordination 
This was a complex, global event operating around the 
clock. It brought together diverse people with different 
motivations, needs and interests. The facilitation team 
worked non-stop to keep the interaction moving. The 
backstage coordination area, set up for the private use of 
the facilitation team and not visible to other conference 
participants, was widely used for many purposes:  

• Daily recaps and hotspots—to keep the team in sync 
and to direct action as needed, because keeping focus 
and forward momentum were critical.  

• Avoiding duplication—to build participation 
through personal contact, Vicki sent personal, 
encouraging emails to ‘missing’ participants. She 
kept the team posted on her work so others did not 
duplicate her efforts. 
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• Working with the guest experts—to provide private 
technical support to the guest experts, most of whom 
were participating in their first e-conference. This 
support allowed them to focus on content and not 
worry about technology. 

• Coaching—to help each other interpret, decide on 
action and reflect on activities. 

• Stress reliever—to provide the chance for casual, off-
topic banter in a safe, supportive environment.  

 
Lesson: Backstage coordination activities 
are critical to the success of a facilitation 
team, especially in an environment devoid 
of body language such as smiles and 
frowns. When working alone, a facilitator 
can have too many tasks and not pay 
attention, or can misinterpret cues. The 
privacy of a backstage environment 
provides a place for comparing 
perspectives, reality checks, support, and 
even a chance for humor among friends.  
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Outcomes and evaluation 
There is a lot of experience out there we are not tapping into.  
E-con participant 

None of us have all the answers, but by talking to (not at) one 
another, really listening to one another and then working 
together we CAN generate most of the answers.  
E-con participant 

In the end, what mattered was the outcome. What was 
accomplished? What was learned? The E-con was 
evaluated in three ways: outcome based on stated goals; 
using a formal evaluation form provided to all 
participants through email and a web link; and 
observations and lessons collected by the E-con planning 
team. In addition some basic posting and participation 
statistics were gathered. 

 

OUTCOMES ON EVENT GOALS 

All three goals were met to some degree and the event 
was clearly a success. A system-wide vision for gender 
and diversity was created, commented upon and 
endorsed by many participants. Especially significant 
was that during the E-con, 13 of the 16 CGIAR centers 
committed themselves to Center-specific actions on 
gender and diversity issues. In addition, Center leaders 
and staff members were able to experiment with a new 
online approach sensitive to the time constraints of the 
participants. The survey responses from participants, 
noted below, attest to the favorable outcome of the 
experiment. As one participant noted: " ... we could do 
our work and participate in the conference at the same 
time." 

 

DATA FROM COMPLETED EVALUATION FORMS 

The return rate for the evaluation forms was 
38 per cent, if E-con staff and panelists are 
excluded from the pool. If the pool includes 
all the people who logged on during the E-
con, the return rate was 31 per cent. However, 
there were significant comments from those 

It is the first time I 
have been involved. 
There are so many 
good ideas and this is 
an efficient process to 
share them. 
 
(E-Con participant) 
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who filled out the form that can guide future E-cons. 

• Lesson: It is difficult for participants to find the time 
to evaluate the whole of a complex event at the end 
of that event. It may be more constructive to ask for 
evaluation of each activity along the way.  

 
In terms of the G&D goals, participants reported that the 
E-Con had an impact. Across the board, the participants 
mentioned that as a result of the E-con, they had greater 
awareness of the issues and that they will be:  

• More conscious and proactive on these issues both 
personally and at Center levels  

• More conscious of these issues in day to day 
management decisions  

• Less hesitant in voicing opinions and in approaching 
other Centers to learn of their experiences  

• Ready to follow up on the actions to which they have 
committed.  

 
From a process perspective, the E-Con was a successful 
experiment with a new time-sensitive approach to work. 
Participants said they appreciated having discussions 
with many people in different locations and time zones. 
However participation was not without some snags; it 
was recognized that to participate time and commitment 
are essential and language 
limitation did not allow 
those not fully comfortable 
using English to 
participate.  

A quarter of the 
participants had 
participated in e-
conferences before and 
almost unanimously rated 
the structure, processes, 
content and outcomes of 
this one as either better or 
much better than previous 
experiences. Almost 90 per 
cent recommended this as a way to work in the future, 
for time and geographic flexibility and as a way to save 
travel costs. 

Participants appreciated:  
• ‘Reading the comments other people 

made’,  
• ‘the degree of interest within our own 

Center’,  
• ‘That more people are interested than I

thought,'  
• ‘The realization that men in other 

Centers can be very supportive of 
G&D issues’. 

• ‘Being able to discuss with many people 
in different locations and time zones’ 

• ‘The importance of differing 
perspectives’. 

• ‘That the issues around race and 
ethnicity are more contentious than 
those around gender’ 
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The most highly ranked activities were the Options for 
Actions and Vision Statement exercises. The Cultural 
Values Checklist and Triple Lens polls were ranked the 
most useful poll activities. Those who visited the 
Cybrary, found the Working with Diversity Framework, the 
Diversity Workshop Summary and the Benefits of G&D Work 
the most useful background documents. 

The quality of information was given good-to-excellent 
ratings by 90 per cent of those who participated. The 
facilitation was given good-to-excellent ratings by 83 per 
cent, and the ease of navigating the web site was given 
good-to-excellent ratings by 60 per cent. The tone was 
found to be warm and inviting by 85 per cent and 56 per 
cent were happy with the pace. Those who were not 
happy with the pace felt it moved too fast.  

Participants also recommended areas for improvement 
including reducing and simplifying content, allowing 
more time for participation, and assigning explicit tasks. 
Some expressed surprise at how much time it took to 
participate, reinforcing the common misconception that 
electronic is faster. It still takes time and participants 
need to allocate time in their schedules. 

 

LESSONS LEARNED  

One important outcome of a successful new enterprise is 
determining the best way to build and improve for future 
efforts. That is why effort was made here to ferret out the 
lessons learned.  

• E-conferencing is a realistic option for working 
together over time and distance. Testament to this is 
that the G&D Advisory Board chose to have its Fall 
2001 meeting online. 

• E-conferencing saves money. This E-con cost about 
40 per cent of what it would have cost for a F2F 
meeting with the same participants. 

• Full participation was not achieved in this event and 
effort needs to be made to understand reasons for 
non-participation. However, it must be remembered, 
there is not always full participation in F2F events 
either. 

• There is value in providing a platform for interaction 
among people who do not normally have the 
opportunity to interact. 
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• E-conferencing can increase cross-Center and 
multilevel interactions, and in-depth knowledge 
sharing.  

• Agendas and planned activities are more attractive 
and doable when they are kept simple. 

• Asking individuals for their active participation via 
instant messages, emails, or with E-con promotes 
participation. Participants must be engaged in 
whatever way captures their attention. 

• Automated polling functions are not only time 
efficient they also stimulate interesting discussion.  

• Facilitators and experts need well-defined roles to 
give their best input.  

• Summarizing and weaving ideas together from 
disperse topics will draw attention to key issues and 
ideas developed by the group and create coherence 
when discussions crop up in multiple locations. 

• Participants who are well educated in the 
subscription and email features of the software 
achieve more. 

• Longer or intermittent time frames can accommodate 
staff members who have difficult travel and work 
schedules. 

• Ongoing evaluation processes after each E-con event 
may work better than waiting until the E-con is 
concluded  when participants’ time and attention 
spans are growing short. 

• Tangible outcomes are a prime incentive for 
participation. Follow-up strategies designed to 
maintain the momentum from the event need to be 
visible and explicit from the outset.  
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Appendix A: Glossary of terms used  
Archive (or archived topics): Topics from an online 
interaction that have been closed for participation, but 
kept as a record of the interaction. Chat archives are often 
called transcripts.  

Asynchronous interaction: Online discussions occurring 
independent of time or location. Participants send 
messages to a central location (discussion forum) where 
they are archived for later retrieval by other participants. 
Examples of asynchronous interaction are web-based 
bulletin boards and email. 

Back channel: Electronic communication (email) sent to 
one or more individuals’ personal email mailboxes as 
opposed to a public conferencing forum. 

Breadcrumb Trail: A nested listing of a topic within its 
‘parent’ folder or folders. This shows the user how ‘deep’ 
they are in the site and allows them to navigate up to 
higher levels quickly and easily. 

Bulletin board: A name for web-based online 
conferencing spaces. Bulletin boards are asynchronous 
tools and can be organized in linear or threaded formats.  

Chat: Same time (synchronous) web-based text 
interaction. Typically, fast-moving chat can be used for 
large ‘auditorium’ events where there are presenters and 
audience, smaller group work meetings or social 
interactions, or small one-on-one sessions. Some chat 
applications are now integrating voice as well as text 
chat. Chat was not used for the E-con due to diverse time 
zones and concerns about difficulties of some participants 
working in second or third languages. 

Checking subscriptions: A WebCrossing attribute for 
subscribing to any or all folders or topics in the online 
interaction space. Upon logging on, the user clicks ‘Check 
Subscriptions’ button, and is taken to each of the new 
posts. This is a good technique for staying abreast of new 
materials during e-conferencing.  

Computer-mediated communication (CMC): 
Communication done via online tools such as email, web 
pages, online interaction or conferencing.  



 

26 

Conference: A collection of topics or threads, generally 
organized around a theme or subject matter. Online 
interaction spaces are sometimes a collection of 
conferences. Conferences create a sense of ‘space’ and 
help users decide where to go or read in the online 
interaction space. 

Cybrary: An electronic library or document repository. 

Download: To copy files from the web space to the user's 
hard drive for later, offline use. 

Drift (topic drift): When a conversational thread or topic 
gets off topic. 

Edit a post: To go back and change a posting in an online 
conferencing space. In the WebCrossing software 
environment, users can edit their posts for up to 30 
minutes after their original post. Posts cannot be edited 
after that time except by the conference manager(s). 

Emoticon: Also known as smilies, they are keyboard 
characters used in combination to produce whimsical 
symbols representing a range of emotions. Examples are 
happy :-) and sad :-( . Emoticons are used in electronic 
communication to show humor and express emotions 
that are difficult to communicate in a text-based 
environment. For a comprehensive list of emoticons, 
follow this link: http://www.chatlist.com/faces.html 

F2F: Short hand for face-to-face, which means meetings 
that are held between people who are not online. 

Folder: In WebCrossing a folder is the default term for a 
conference or collection of topics.  

Freezing a topic: An administrative function where the 
software is set to stop allowing posting in a topic. Often 
used to close a topic or discussion, but still making it 
available for reading. 

Interactive/Interaction: In the online environment, 
interaction is defined as a participants’ active 
participation through postings, participating in polls or 
live chats. 

Internet terminology: For more Internet related terms 
(including technical) see 
http://medialab.di.unipi.it/doc/SEHTML2D/1.htm and 
http://www.devry-
phx.edu/lrnresrc/dowsc/glossary.htm 
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Instant message: A synchronous personal message sent 
between two users. Examples of instant messaging tools 
include ICQ, AOL Instant Messenger, Microsoft 
Messenger and Jabber. WebCrossing has a simple 
integrated instant message utility that was used for the E-
con 

Interaction tools: See also the article, tools for online 
interaction. 
http://www.fullcirc.com/community/connecttools.htm 

Linear or conversational conferencing: Posts appear in 
chronological sequence, one after another, within a topic. 
Creates a sense of conversation and lends itself to 
building group interactions, but does not allow response 
to a particular post. 

Listserv: An older technology, listservs are essentially 
mailing lists that enable you to send multiple copies of e-
mail by sending a single message to a central address. 
Some listservs are very useful; some are not.  

Log-in: The process of going to a web site which requires 
the user to input a user name and password to get access 
to that space. Most online conference spaces require 
logging in. This allows posts to be attributed to unique 
users and to track user progress through the discussion 
space.  

Lurking: Someone who reads in an online interaction 
space, but rarely or never posts. When they DO post, it is 
said that they are ‘de-lurking’. Also known as ‘readers’. 
Depending on the purpose of the interaction space, the 
facilitators may try to encourage readers to begin 
responding and posting. This term sometimes carries 
negative connotations so in some settings, using the term 
‘reader’ is advisable. Lurking can be seen as negative, but 
in some cases, people who read only can have a 
significant impact in a community's purpose, if for 
instance, the purpose is to share information (if I read, 
you have reached me). If the purpose is to generate new 
information, then there is a stronger reason to get 
everyone to post and generate. Readers provide an 
audience, they provide page views, they are an influence, 
albeit unseen and sometimes hard to understand. 
Readers can be CONVERTED to posters.  

Message: Text added by a user to an online discussion 
space. Also known as a ‘post’.  
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Netiquette: The set of online ‘manners’ or Net etiquette. 
For a comprehensive list of rules for a variety of forms of 
online communication, see Arlene Rinaldi's User 
Guidelines and Netiquette at Florida Atlantic University: 
http://www.fau.edu/rinaldi/netiquette.html which also 
includes some translations. 

Post: A message added to an online discussion. Also 
known as a ‘message’.  

Registration: A process of providing some set of 
information to get a user name and a password to an 
online interaction space to enable logging in.  

Seeding: Posting an initial message or series of messages 
in a discussion space to get the discussion started. 

Synchronous interaction (real time): Online discussions 
occurring independent of location, but at the same time. 
Participants must agree on a time to log into the 
discussion forum and messages are received at the 
moment they are sent. This form of electronic 
communication is also called ‘chatting’, and can include 
audio and/or video. 

Terms of service (TOS): The written rules of an online 
interaction space. In commercial or public online spaces, 
TOS usually refers to the legal agreements commercial 
sites require of users before they either access and/or 
post in an online interaction space.  

Thread: A series of posts on a single topic. This term is 
used in a variety of ways. When the topic starts drifting 
from its original intent, sometimes people suggest 
starting a new ‘thread’. See also Topic. 

Threaded conferencing: Web-based text interaction 
where posts follow a branching tree structure. Replies can 
be appended to particular posts. This format is good for 
technical questions and answers or for organizing large 
amounts of information.  

Topic: A series of posts on a single theme or idea. See 
also Thread. 

Upload: To copy a file from a user's hard drive to the 
web-based interaction space, thus making the file 
available to other members of the online interaction 
space. 
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WebCrossing: The software tool used for the G&D E-
conference. To read more about WebCrossing, click on 
the Help buttons on the site, or check out their website at 
http://www.webcrossing.com 

Who is live?: A simple instant messaging service in 
Webcrossing software that allows an individual user to 
send a live message to another individual user.  

Sources:  

Illinois Online Network Glossary - 
http://illinois.online.uillinois.edu/IONresources/glossar
y2.html 

For more technical web terms, see 
http://www.cdf.org/webtalk/webtalk.html  

 

GlossaryBy Nancy White, Full Circle Associates 

Copyright 2001, used with permission 
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Appendix B: Conference site index  
Diversity in Action  

Agenda  
Reception & Conversation Cafe  

Introductions: Start HERE  
Conversation Cafe  
Questions About the Software  
Questions About the Conference  
Conference Agenda  
Post Conference Coffee Circle  
E-conference Participants List  

E-conference Events  
Event #1 - The Triple Lens Poll  
Event #2 - Drafting a System-wide Vision  
Event #3 - Cultural Values Checklist  
Event #4 - Is Your Center Truly Multicultural?  
Event #6 - Options for Action  
Event #7 - Final Poll on Revised Vision Statement  
Event #8 - E-conference Evaluation  

Ask the Experts  
Expert Biographies  
General Questions for the Experts  
Questions About Options for Action  
Women in Science - Women in the CGIAR 
AF Technology Design  

Center Work Areas  
Hints for Working Together Online  
CIAT Action Planning Center  
CIFOR Action Planning Center  
CIMMYT Action Planning Center  
CIP Action Planning Center  
ICARDA Action Planning Center  
ICLARM Action Planning Center  
ICRAF Action Planning Center  
ICRISAT Action Planning Center  
IFPRI Action Planning Center  
IITA Action Planning Center  
ILRI Action Planning Center  
IPGRI Action Planning Center  
IRRI Action Planning Center  
ISNAR Action Planning Center  
IWMI Action Planning Center  
WARDA Action Planning Center  
Options for Action  
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G&D Small Grants Form  
Diversity Results & Discussions  

Motive Forces for Gender and Diversity  
Discussion of the Triple Lens Poll Results  
Discussion on Cultural Values Checklist  
Results of the Multicultural Organizational 
Development Model  
Final Revised Vision Statement  
Final Poll on Revised Vision Statement  
Action Recap - Posting of Centers' Selected 

Options  
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Appendix C: Online meeting primer 
Why meet online? 

Why do we meet? To learn, to share information and 
most importantly, to get work done. Much of what we 
need to do requires collaboration. Traditionally, this has 
been done by getting together in one place for a set 
period of time. With a geographically distributed team, 
this involved costs in terms of travel, accommodations 
and time. 

With the advent of Internet communication and 
collaboration tools, people can now meet online. It is, in a 
sense, going to a specified location to meet, but without 
leaving your office or home. A laptop connected to the 
Internet anywhere in the world can connect you to the 
meeting. 

Like an offline meeting, an online meeting needs to have 
value. It should help the group meet its goals, and 
provide some common experience for each participant. It 
must have processes that support the agenda, the flow of 
work, and ways to enable and express the participation 
and interaction of each participant.  

The benefits 
• Saves on travel and meeting production costs.  
• Allows participants to work ‘anytime’ due to the 

asynchronous nature of the conference (plus fewer 
time zone problems as compared to a synchronous 
interaction such as a telephone conference call.) 
Think about the time it takes to travel to and 
participate in an 8-hour offline meeting. Online, 8 
hours of meeting time requires only 8 hours of time, 
not three days!  

• Creates full documentation of proceedings within the 
electronic format.  

• Relevant modules can be re-used for other online 
events and meetings (such as document repositories).  

• Allows time for thoughtful responses and more 
deliberative processes. 

 



 

35 

The challenges 
• Text-based online conferencing may be easy or 

difficult for individual participants.  
• Lacks non-verbal communications cues (potential for 

misunderstanding).  
• Relies on the ability of participants to successfully 

connect to and navigate the Internet-based meeting 
‘space’.  

• Because it does not take place at a specified 
hour/place, it is easy to let online participation slip 
off the calendar. Once you fall behind, it is harder to 
catch up, stay engaged and participate productively  

• Less effective for motivational aspects captured at 
offline events. 

 
BEST PRACTICES FOR A SUCCESSFUL ONLINE MEETING 

Just like offline meetings, there are key strategies for 
making the most of a meeting. In online meetings, these 
manifest a bit differently. 

Core elements 
• Clear purpose - knowing what is expected in terms 

of participation and outcomes/benefits to 
participants  

• Strong agenda - a clear organization of how the 
meeting purpose will be achieved  

• Specific interaction elements - specific components 
that engage the participants. 

 
Tips of successful online meetings and events 

• Schedule your participation. Plan a time each day to 
log on and participate. Mark it in your schedule or 
calendar. Your fellow participants are counting on 
you.  

• Orient yourself. Plan to log on and familiarize 
yourself with the online meeting space and the 
supporting documents prior to the first formal day of 
the meeting.  

• Participate regularly. Daily or twice-daily 
participation is easier than ‘saving’ it up for later and 
trying to catch up. See the hints on how to navigate 
though specific topics, or how to read all the new 
postings since your last log-on.  
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• Be visible. Help other participants know you are 
participating by posting in the ‘Introductions’ topic. 
Participate in one or more of the social topics. This 
helps reinforce your presence to fellow participants.  

• Contribute towards conference goals. Post your 
ideas, responses and reflections. Ask questions if 
another's post is unclear. Questions are powerful 
work tools in this environment.  

• Your absence will be noted. If you don't post, a 
facilitator will check on you periodically to assist 
with any problems you may be having.  

• Know the schedule. Check the agenda daily for the 
day's focus. In online conferencing topics overlap, 
but there are specific participation goals and 
checkpoints in the two-week agenda. You will also 
receive periodic email reminders of key actions and 
timelines.  

• Seek clarification. Assuming that silence by you or 
any other member means anything in particular can 
be misleading. Make your ideas and opinions visible 
and ask others if their contributions are unclear. 
Silence can mean ANYTHING--can't log on, out sick, 
agree and have nothing to add, disagree but don't 
want to interfere with the flow of the conversation. If 
you don't know, ask!  

• ‘Listen’ carefully. If you read another's post and it 
causes you to react strongly, try reading it again in a 
different "voice." We can't always assume we 
understand in text-based communications. Ask 
questions.  

• Focus on the priorities. If you have limited time, 
utilize the periodic email summaries that point to the 
hot topics of each day. Focus on the areas most 
important to your efforts and the group's agreed-
upon goals.  

 

On-Line Meeting Primer 

By Nancy White, Full Circle Associates 

Copyright 2001, used with permission 
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Appendix D: Diversity in action cybrary 
contents 

• Map of Future Harvest Centers  
• Summary: Working With Diversity - A Framework 

for Action 
• Diversity Workshop Summary  
• The 13 + 3 Platform for Successful Diversity 

Initiatives 
• Appreciative Inquiry in the CG 
• The "Problematic Moment" Approach  
• Benefits of Gender and Diversity Work in the Future 

Harvest Centers 
• Recommended Gender and Diversity Websites  
• Online Conferencing Resources 
• Quick Help With the Software 
• World Time Clock Calculator  
• Tips and Tools of Online Conferencing 
• Online Meeting Primer  
• Abbreviations Used in Online Interaction 
• Dictionary of Online Interaction Terms  
• HTML Guide  

 
 
 


