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1.  Introduction

This review took place between December 2014 and February 2015. It incorporates discussions that took place at the time the suggestions process was set up, as well as a discussion that took place in the Suggestions Group during November-December 2014. It also incorporates discussions and comments that were posted in the topic threads of the Suggestions Review Group.
The intention was to obtain a wide range of inputs from BW members. It has to be said that this was not very successful. A lack of involvement in the suggestions process was one of the issues looked at in the review, and this was even more marked in the review itself. Only 18 members joined the Review Group and, of these, only 12 made any contribution to any of the topic threads. In these circumstances, where issues are at all controversial, it is impossible to say that conclusions represent any collective opinion on BW. Where different options for possible change exist, therefore, the BoD may need to put these options to a further vote.

In this report, the author has tried to draw the discussions together and to indicate where there were differences of opinion. In some instances, however, it has been necessary to draw conclusions and/or recommendations from inadequate input. In such cases, the views expressed are solely those of the author.
2.  Purpose of Review

To examine holistically the operation of BeWelcome’s suggestions process:

a. to assess how the process has worked in practice;

b. to determine the extent to which it has met expectations; and

c. to identify options for changes to improve operations and/or performance.

3.  Background
In July 2013, as part of changes to BW’s decision-making, a new suggestions process was introduced. The intention is to have a tool where any member can enter suggestions, typically formulating a problem they have identified. After checking for duplicates by a designated volunteer team, these suggestions are discussed and voted upon by members. Suggestions that receive sufficient support can then be ranked and listed for development/implementation. 
On introduction, it was decided that this suggestions process would be reviewed after a year of operation. There was a degree of confusion both about how such a review would take place and about what exactly would be reviewed. Initially, a review thread was started within the suggestions process itself. The BoD obtained a mandate for a broader review but, to some extent, the suggestions process continued in parallel and even voted on some specific proposals. It will be necessary to re-visit these, once any options arising from this report have been considered.
The BoD agreed terms of reference for a review of the suggestions process in December 2014 (Suggestion Review v.1.0 - Terms of Reference). The objectives of the review were:

a. To gather, categorise and evaluate data on both the operation and user experience of the BeWelcome suggestions process, in order to inform decisions about future use.

b. To identify expectations of the suggestions process in a wider BW context and to assess the extent to which these have been/can be met.

c. To identify and propose any options for changes to the process that may improve the operation and/or better meet expectations.

In addition, it was decided that the process of the review itself should be documented and assessed, in order to learn lessons and improve the availability of templates and methodology for any future BW reviews.
4.  Approach
The intent was to separate out the various aspects of the suggestions process, to examine them, identify any issues and assess options for change. It was hoped to involve input from members with experience of and views about the process. To do this, a group was set up with some background data from previous discussions and with discussion threads relating to the different issues/topics. This approach was only partly successful. Member input to the group was limited and – like many discussions on BW – not every thread came to agreed conclusions. Nevertheless, a number of issues were aired and some possible solutions discussed. (For details see the BW Suggestions Review Group.)
5.  Review Aspects

5.1 Suggestions Policy & Purpose
There appears to be a basic lack of clarity about the purpose of the suggestions process and where it sits within the wider context of BW governance. This seems to have been the case from the outset. (As examples, discussions in the Brainstorming Group during 2011/2012 or the Brussels Un-Conference, 2013.) The assumption of many members is that the suggestions process is just a mechanism for collecting and prioritising good ideas, yet the formative discussions refer to setting up “a decision-making process for (the whole of) BeWelcome”. Clarifying this is fundamental to assessing the performance of the suggestions tool. For instance, the percentage of the membership who participate is less important for the odd site improvement, but becomes critical if this is the way all BW decisions are made.
In practice, the suggestions process is not used for all BW decisions. Decisions can be made by the BoD, by a GA, by the BV members, by volunteer teams and by general membership voting without any prior suggestion being discussed. Even where the suggestions process is used, the members of the Suggestions Team can decide whether a particular suggestion should be considered. Decisions made through the suggestions process can also be over-ruled (e.g. by a General Assembly of BV, even though BV is only a minute percentage of the total BW membership). Under present circumstances, therefore, it is impractical – and possibly undemocratic – to use the suggestions process for all BW decisions. For the purposes of this report, therefore, it has been assumed that the suggestions process sits alongside other democratic processes in BW and that its purposes are to involve more of the membership and to obtain/assess ideas for improving BW.
(If there is a wish to use the suggestions process for all BW decisions, then a number of issues would need to be addressed and, presumably, a case voted on. As this involves the general governance of BW, it is outside the scope of this review.)
A distinction should be made here for the voting part of the suggestions process. The voting mechanism has been used successfully on many occasions. (There have been some discussions about the current vote categories – see below – but this does not affect the mechanism itself.) There seems no reason that this mechanism should not be used for other BW voting, including votes outside the suggestions process.
The review also considered how policy should operate within the suggestions process – whether all types of suggestion are/should be assessed in this way, how different subjects are dealt with, what might be needed before making a decision, etc. In the context of a low participation, there is a very self-selecting aspect to suggested changes, reflecting the ideas and concerns of a limited number of members (although this would matter more if more suggestions were being implemented – see 5.5). At the same time, suggested changes, features and improvements are still surfacing and being discussed in groups and on the forum and, from a ‘democratic’ perspective, it is difficult to say that, because something has been rejected by a small number of suggestions voters, it cannot be considered by a wider number of forum participants. It is possible to address this in two ways – by increasing the participation and by decreasing the significance of unrepresentative voting.
One method of increasing participation while, at the same time, removing any conflict and/or duplication with discussions on the forum, would be to move the discussion stage out of the suggestions tool and onto the forum, or at least to a more public group (e.g. Features Requests). These discussions would then be more visible and could develop more ‘organically’ in the early stages. As they would be subject to the ordinary conventions and structures of the forum, the same screening arrangements for individual suggestions would not be required (although it would be useful to have more visible information and guidance) and the discussions would require less direct management. 
This proposal also implies some changes to the role of the Suggestions Team whose involvement would come at a later point, around organising agreed options for voting. This might have an additional benefit, though. Some concerns were raised in the review about the consistency and quality of options as they are presented for voting. These could be addressed by the Suggestions Team engaging with the sponsor/s, once the discussions have produced clear proposals, to ensure that options are presented in a clear and consistent format.
Even with more forum participation and/or more publicity, voting on any suggestions is only likely to involve a small minority of members. The significance of this would be less if any successful suggestions remained only a proposal for rather than a mandate for change. In practice, this is already effectively the case, given the ability to over-rule and the need to prioritise scarce resources. Recognising this and managing it more formally (perhaps through the allocation of implementation resources) might also help to manage expectations.
5.2 Access & Involvement
Participation in the suggestions process has always been low as a proportion of the total BW membership and this is probably inevitable. More worrying is that, judged by the numbers voting, participation numbers have fallen since the tool was introduced, going from 90/100 down to 20/30 in that time. Where there have been ‘blips’ of higher numbers, these seem to be associated with specific issues with additional publicity. A number of reasons have been suggested for this fall-off. These include a degree of disillusionment with the process due to a perceived lack of results or to the way some of the discussions have been conducted. Sections 5.3 and 5.5 below address these specific issues. 
More generally, there is no particular barrier to involvement and, although the links are not very prominent, members on the forum who raise ideas for improvements or new features are usually pointed towards the suggestions process. It is likely that discussing suggestions will always be a minority interest - though some ideas attract more interest than others and publicity helps. It would probably not be possible to publicise and promote every suggestion for discussion – and this might prove counter-productive anyway – but it is useful to remember that publicity does make a difference to the level of participation. There may be issues or suggestions of particular importance to BW, for which targeted publicity would be appropriate.
5.3 Managing the Process
There have been several discussions, both before and during the review, about how to make the suggestions threads more readable, understandable and effective. Many threads have been hard to follow, over-long, gone off-topic etc. Other threads have been dominated by one strong opinion or even actively trolled. These problems have been exacerbated by confusion about how suggestion threads should be moderated and some technical issues for mod action. These problems have not occurred in every thread but have been sufficiently frequent to have been put forward as one reason why participation in suggestions has declined. 
Various ideas have been put forward to improve the management of these threads, including thread 'forking', collapsing sub-posts, colour-coded or +/- post prioritisation, keeping a running wiki/summary and limiting posts in size or number. None of the many ideas put forward has proved workable so far (probably because of the nature of online discussions). It may be necessary to accept that online threads may go off-topic etc. and change the arrangements for suggestions discussions so that this does not matter (e.g. by taking these discussions outside the formal suggestions process – see 5.3 above).
There has been some confusion about how suggestions threads should be opened and new suggestions introduced. For instance, members have been asked to describe a problem and not to propose a solution, the intention presumably being that better solutions will emerge once the problem is properly understood. This logic is not always understood and proposers sometimes struggle with the initial text description (bearing in mind also that not everyone is fluent in English). Not everything is a ‘problem’ in any case. Some suggestions are for additional or alternative ways of doing something that is already done well but could be done better and, in some cases, the ‘solution’ is obvious but there are options around how it is implemented. Some ideas require a lot of discussion, while some basically just need a decision, yet the present suggestions process is a bit ‘one size fits all’. Again, it would help with all this if the initial discussions start in the forum without specific prescriptions about how they are initiated and only come to the suggestions process once the various options are worked through. If the present discussions phase is retained within the suggestions process then a lot more thought needs to be given, particularly to initiation.
Once a suggestion has been through the process and voted upon, it is listed – and ranked – for implementation. The ranking mechanism seems to be more ‘democratic’ than practical, as it appears only to consider (some) members’ views on priorities and these might well be biased towards certain ideas. In practice, there are a number of other factors that need to be taken into account, such as how quick/easy a particular change might be, what specific resources are required and whether that matches resources available, whether a particular proposal might be popular as a project and attract new volunteer resources, or whether a proposal is of general benefit or of benefit to a particular group. These practicalities mean that members’ views should only be one factor in prioritising implementation. Prioritisation and work planning needs to be managed in a way that takes into account a range of factors, including resources, and the implementation programme needs to be the responsibility of a specific team. Most of the suggestions involve site development so, whether this responsibility sits with the Suggestions Team, the Development Team or some newly created team, close links with and close involvement with developers will be crucial.
5.4 Voting System
Technically, the voting mechanism works effectively. It is easily accessible and produces clear results in terms of votes cast. Any issues for this review were around how the voting categories are organised and the results analysed.
At present, the categories are excellent, good, acceptable, bad and, for a suggestion to be accepted, it needs a majority of excellent or good votes. This raised a number of questions, including
a. Should there be a fifth, ‘neutral’ option?

b. Should there be a non-voting, ‘don’t care’ option?

c. Should ‘acceptable’ be counted as a vote against? (This seems counter-intuitive.)

There are also some more complex considerations, including:

a. Is there a need for the different degrees of good/bad? If so (for example to rank or prioritise ideas) are these categories the most effective?

b. Is the voting threshold set appropriately? At present, there is a bias against change. Is this appropriate for an improvement process?

c. How can this relatively simple good/bad process best be used to cope with subtleties like ideas which are not as big an improvement as others but much easier to implement or ideas which only benefit a few?
Addressing some of these questions may not be particularly difficult – sometimes just a text change – but, during the review, different views were put forward about whether alternatives were needed and, if they were, what the alternatives should be. As no agreement was reached, and given the low input into the discussion, no definitive recommendation can be made at this point. There was general agreement that some degree of change is necessary, even if only a change in the category labels. It is proposed, therefore, that this be the subject of a wider discussion.
5.5 Resources
The central purpose of the suggestions process is to obtain and assess good ideas from a wide spread of BW members/users. In this, it has been successful. There may (are) ways in which the process can be improved but it has fulfilled this central purpose, allowing ideas from members to be contributed, discussed and voted upon. Unfortunately, that is not enough. Ideas for change, however good, remain just ideas if they are not put into practice.

Ideas for change will always run ahead of the ability to produce that change in an organisation like BW. To some extent, this just has to be managed and the suggestions process has to be seen and promoted as one way that possible changes can be identified rather than a way to guarantee that they will happen. Nevertheless, there must be some relation between changes agreed and changes implemented, or people will decide that the process is a waste of their time.
Arguably, the most unsatisfactory aspect of the suggestions process for members has been the perceived lack of results. This is almost entirely due to inadequate resources to develop and implement suggestions that are agreed. It may be that there were unrealistic expectations about how quickly changes could be implemented but perceptions of the delays have badly affected general confidence and participation in the process.
Most of the suggestions involve site/software development and one view expressed during the review was that suggestions should only be accepted from people prepared/able to implement them! BW has acknowledged problems in obtaining sufficient voluntary development resources that are outside the scope of this review. Resolving this, however, is felt to be critical to perceptions of the worth – and therefore the continuation – of the suggestions process. 
Even with a low development resource, it is possible that a proportion could be specifically ring-fenced to implement suggestions or, possibly, there may be a way of recruiting new volunteers specifically to work on targeted suggestions. But, fundamentally, there is no point in encouraging people to make/flesh-out/vote for suggestions if the results just sit in a queue waiting for nonexistent development resources.
6.  Conclusions & Recommendations
This process was set up after considerable discussion over years. Setting it up, managing it, participating and contributing to the discussions and development of options for change has required further voluntary input from a lot of BW members. It is to the credit of BW and the commitment of its membership that this has been achieved – and achieved successfully. This review has concluded that some change is needed but this should not obscure the project’s success. In some ways, it has even become a victim of that success, producing a raft of proposed changes that BW is having difficulty in finding the resources to meet.
Suggestions Process
Decision-making in BW is sometimes complex, but this will not helped by substituting the suggestions process for other, more democratic, ways of making decisions. For the reasons discussed in 5.1, the suggestions process is not appropriate for all BW decisions. It can perform a specific role – involving the BW community in identifying, collecting, assessing and recommending improvements – and it would be helpful if this role was clarified and better promoted.
Recommendation 1: It is proposed that information/guidance be produced on the role of the suggestions process and how it fits into the wider decision-making structure on BW.
A lot of issues have been raised around the suggestions threads. It is felt that many of these could be, if not resolved, at least side-stepped by moving the suggestions discussions away from the specific suggestions tool and into the general forum, where discussions can be more visible, need less formal initiation and attract more participation. Possibly a group could be created for BW Changes & Improvements but this need not be exclusive or subject to separate, specific management.
Recommendation 2: It is proposed that the initial discussion stage for suggestions should be moved out of the Suggestions Group linked to the suggestions tool and onto the forum, and that the process should only commence on Suggestions once discussions have taken place and options for voting can be clarified.
The ranking and prioritisation of successful suggestions needs to take into account a range of practical factors in addition to the views of members (see 5.3). This needs to be managed by a voluntary team and, whether this team is existing or new, the team needs close liaison with/input from developers.
Recommendation 3: It is proposed that ranking and programming the implementation of agreed suggestions should be the responsibility of a designated voluntary team and take into account a range of practical factors as well as members’ views.
It is critical that sufficient resources are identified to implement agreed suggestions within at least a ‘reasonable’ timescale. If this is not possible, continuing with the suggestions process is not recommended, as disillusionment is already resulting from the backlog. This does not have to mean giving suggestions priority over everything else, so long as some resource can be ring-fenced and/or specifically recruited.
Recommendation 4: It is proposed that some specific resources be identified and allocated to implementing agreed suggestions and that this be overseen by the Development Team.
Voting Mechanism
The suggestions process and the voting mechanism are part of the same ‘tool’ but are essentially different entities and should be seen separately. The voting mechanism is simple, accessible and fits the requirements of BW’s general decision-making. Where the circumstances are appropriate, therefore,
Some issues with the current categories and voting thresholds were identified in this review (see 5.4) and these need further discussion.

Recommendation 5: It is proposed that the options for changes to the present voting categories identified in the Review of the Suggestions process be discussed more widely in BW/BV with a view to resolving some perceived anomalies.
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