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Abst ract

Thi s docunent di scusses tactics and strategy for hosting a successfu
| ETF Birds-of -a-Feat her (BOF) session, especially one oriented at the
formation of an I ETF Wrking Group. It is based on the experiences
of having participated in numerous BOFs, both successful and
unsuccessful .
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1. Introduction

Thi s docunent provides suggestions on how to host a successful BOF at
an | ETF nmeeting. It is hoped that by documenting the nethodol ogies
that have proven successful, as well as listing sone pitfalls, BOF
organi zers will inprove their chances of hosting a BOF with a
positive outcone.

There are nmany reasons for hosting a BOF. Some BOFs are not intended
to result in the formation of a Wirking Goup (W9 . For exanple, a
BOF mi ght be a one-shot presentation on a particular issue, in order
to provide infornmation to the I ETF Conmunity. Anot her exanple m ght
be to host an open neeting to discuss specific open issues with a
document that is not associated with an active W5 but for which
face-to-face interaction is needed to resolve issues. In nany cases,
however, the intent is to forma Wa |In those cases, the goal of the
BOF is to denonstrate that the community has agreement that:

- there is a problemthat needs solving, and the IETF is the right
group to attenpt solving it.

- there is a critical mass of participants willing to work on the
problem (e.g., wite drafts, reviewdrafts, etc.).

- the scope of the problemis well defined and understood, that
is, people generally understand what the W will work on (and
what it won’t) and what its actual deliverables will be.

- there is agreenment that the specific deliverables (i.e.
proposed docunents) are the right set.

- it is believed that the WG has a reasonabl e probability of
havi ng success (i.e., in conpleting the deliverables inits
charter in a tinely fashion).

Additional details on Was and BOFs can be found in [ RFC2418].
2. Recommended Steps

The followi ng steps present a sort of "ideal" sequence for hosting a
BOF where the goal is the formati on of a working group. The

i nportant observation to make here is that nost of these steps

i nvol ve planning for and engaging in significant public discussion
and allowing for sufficient tine for iteration and broad
participation, so that nuch of the work of the BOF can be done on a
public mailing list in advance of -- rather than during -- the BOF
itself.
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It is also inportant to recognize the timng constraints. As
described in detail below the deadline for scheduling BOFs is
approxi mately six weeks prior to an | ETF neeting. Wbirking backwards
fromthat date, taking into consideration the tinme required to wite
drafts, have public discussion, allowthe ADs to evaluate the
proposed BOF, etc., the right time to start preparing for a BOF is

al nost certainly the neeting prior to the one in which the BOF is
desired. By inplication, starting the work ained at |eading to a BOF
only 2 nonths prior to an | ETF neeting is, in nost cases, waiting too
long, and will likely result in the BOF being delayed until the

foll owi ng | ETF neeti ng.

The recomended steps for a BOF are as foll ows:

1) A small group of individuals gets together privately, discusses a
possi bl e probl em statenent, and identifies the work to be done.
The group acts as a sort of "design teami to fornulate a problem
statenment, identify possible work itens, and propose an agenda for
a BOF.

Possi bl e sub- st eps:

a) Consider whether the work mght already fall within the scope
of an existing Wrking G oup, in which case a BOF m ght not
even be necessary. Individual Wrking Goup charters can be
found at http://ww.ietf.org/htm.charters/wg-dir.htm and
i ndi cate what a group is scoped to work on.

b) Select the area or areas in which the work nost naturally fits
by identifying Wes that nost closely relate to the proposed
work. Note that it is not uncommon to find that a work item
could easily fit into two (or nore) different areas and that no
one area is the obvious hone.

c) Consult with specific Wss to see whether there is interest or
whet her the work is in scope. This can be done by posting
nessages directly to We mailing lists, contacting the W5
chairs, or contacting individuals known to participate in a
particular W (e.g., fromtheir postings or from docunments they
have aut hored).

d) Consult with an area-specific mailing |ist about possible
interest. (Mst areas have their own area-specific nailing
lists. Follow the links under each area at
http://ww.ietf.org/htm.charters/wg-dir.html to find details.)
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2)

Nar t en

e) Produce one or nore Internet Drafts, describing the problem
and/or related work. It cannot be emphasized enough that, for
the BOF, drafts relating to understandi ng the probl em space are
much nore val uabl e than drafts proposing specific solutions.

Tinmeline: This step can easily take 1-2 nonths; hence, begin 3-4
nont hs before an | ETF neeti ng.

The group may (or may not) approach an Area Director (or other
recogni zed or experienced |eader) to informally float the BOF and
get feedback on the proposed work, scope of the charter, specific
steps that need to be taken before submtting a fornal BOF
request, etc. By "leader", we nean persons with significant |ETF
experi ence who can provi de hel pful advice; individuals who have
successfully hosted BOFs before, current or former W chairs, and
| ESG or | AB nmenbers woul d be good candi dat es.

The dividing line between steps 1) and 2) is not exact. At sone
point, one will need to approach one or nore Area Directors (ADs)
with a specific proposal that can be commented on. Step 1) hel ps
shape an idea into something concrete enough that an AD can
understand the purpose and provide concrete feedback. On the

ot her hand, one shouldn’t spend too nmuch tine on step 1) if the
answer at step 2) would turn out to be "oh, we had a BOF on that
once before; have you reviewed the archives?". Thus, there may be
sonme iteration involving going back and forth between steps 1) and
2). Aso, a quick conversation with an AD might lead themto
suggest some specific individuals or Wss you shoul d consult with.

It may turn out that it is unclear in which area the proposed work
best fits. In such cases, when approaching nultiple ADs, it is
best to approach the ADs approxi mately sinultaneously, state that
you are unsure in which area the work fits, and ask for advice
(e.g., by stating "I'mnot sure which area this work best fits
under, but it looks like it m ght be Internet or Security or
both"). When contacting multiple ADs, it is strongly advised that
you i nformthem of which other ADs you are conversing with. In
particular, it is usually counterproductive and not advisable to
go "AD shoppi ng", where if one AD gives you an answer you don’t
like, you go to another, without telling himher what the first AD
said, in the hopes of getting a nore favorabl e answer.

To sumari ze, steps 1) and 2) involve a |lot of "socializing an
idea", that is, having discussions with a nunber of different
peopl e to attenpt gaining agreenent on the problem and the need
for and appropriateness of having a BOF. How rmuch such di scussion
is needed is very subjective, but it is critical in ternms of
getting agreenment that a BOF is appropriate. One way to tell if
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you are close to getting it right: when tal king to soneone about
your idea for the first tine, they quickly agree that a BOF seens
in order and don’t have any major concerns.

Timeline: Steps 1-2) can easily take 1-2 nmonths; hence, begin 3-4
nont hs before an | ETF neeti ng.

3) Create a public mailing list and post a "call for participation”
for the proposed BOF topic on various mailing lists (e.g., the
|ETF list). The call for participation advertises that a
"comunity of interest” is being formed to gauge whether there is
sufficient interest to host a BOF. The goal is to draw in other
interested potential participants, to allowthemto help shape the
BOF (e.g., by giving themtine to wite a draft, ask for agenda
time, help scope the work of the proposed work, argue that a BOF
is (or is not) needed, etc.).

Tinmeline: This step can easily take 1 nonth or longer; it also
needs to be started well before the Internet-Drafts cutoff (to
allow participants to subnit drafts); hence, begin 2.5-3.5 nonths
before the | ETF neeting.

4) Have substantive mamiling list discussion. It is not enough for a
handf ul of people to assert that they want a BOF;, there needs to
be broader conmunity interest. A public mailing list allows ADs
(and ot hers) to gauge how much interest there really is on a topic
area, as well as gauge how well the problem statenent has been
scoped, etc. At this phase of the BOF preparation, the enphasis
shoul d be on getting agreenment on the probl em statenent;

di scussi ons about specific solutions tend to be distracting and
unhel pful .

Timeline: this step can easily take 1 nonth or |onger; hence,
begin 2.5 nonths before the | ETF neeti ng.

5) Submit a fornmal request to have a BOF. Instructions for
submitting a formal request can be found at
http://ww.ietf.org/instructions/ MG SLOTS. hti and
http://ww.ietf.org/ietf/1bof-procedures.txt. Note that as part
of making a formal request, the organizers nust identify the area
in which the BOF will be held (the Area Directors of that area
will be required to approve the BOF), include a proposed BOF
agenda, estinmate the attendance, list conflicts with other
sessions that should be avoi ded, etc.

If the previous steps have been foll owed, the Area Directors (ADs)

shoul d be in a good position to gauge whether there is sufficient
interest to justify approval of a BOF.
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6)

7)

8)

9)

Note: it al nbst goes without saying that wi thout one or nore
Internet Drafts at this point, it is generally pointless to ask an
AD to approve a BOF

Timel i ne: The Secretariat publishes an "inportant neeting dates”
cal endar along with neeting information. There is a firmdeadline
(about six weeks prior to the neeting) for subnitting a fornal BOF
scheduling request. Note that at the tine of the deadline, an AD
will need to have sufficient information about the BOF to approve
or reject the request, so all of the previous steps will need to
have conpl et ed

During the 2-4 weeks before an | ETF (assum ng a BOF has been
approved and schedul ed), the focus (on the mailing list) should be
on identifying areas of agreement and areas of disagreenent.

Si nce di sagreenment, or "lack of consensus", tends to be the main
reason for not formng a W5 focusing on those specific areas
where "lack of consensus" exists is critically inportant. In
general, only after those di sagreenents have been resolved will a
WG be formed; thus, the nain goal should be to find consensus and
wor k through the areas of disagreement. Alternatively, a specific
case shoul d be nade about why the charter, as it is witten, is
the best one, in spite of the stated opposition

Prior to the BOF, it is critical to produce a proposed charter and
iterate on it on the mailing list to attenpt to get a consensus
charter. Utimtely, the npost inmportant question to ask during a
BOF is: "should a Wswith the follow ng charter be forned?". It
goes wi thout saying that a charter with shortcom ngs (no matter
how seemingly trivial to fix) will not achieve consensus if folk
still have issues with the specific wording.

Deci de what questions will be asked during the BOF itself. Since
the exact wording of the questions is critical (and hard to do on
the fly), it is strongly reconmended that those questions be
floated on the mailing list and to the ADs prior to the BOF. This
wi || enabl e people to understand what they will be asked to
approve and will allow the questions to be nodified (prior to the
BOF) to renove anmbiguities, etc. Likew se, discussing these
guestions in advance may |lead to refinement of the charter so that
the questions can be answered affirmatively.

At the neeting, but before the BOF takes place, plan a neeting
with all of the presenters to have them neet each other, review
the agenda, and nake sure everyone understands what is expected of
them (e.g., what tine constraints they will be under when

Nart en I nf or mati onal [ Page 6]



RFC 5434 Successful BOF Sessions February 2009

presenting). Use this time to also work through any di sagreenents
that still remain. Do the sane "in the hallway" with other
i nterested parties!

10) Consult the tutorial schedule and consider attending rel evant
tutorial sessions ("Wrking Goup Chair Training", "Wrking G oup
Leadership Training", etc.). This is especially the case if you
are considering being the chair of a proposed Wa Since the role
of the WG chair and BOF chair have a nunber of parallels, a
nunber of the topics covered in the tutorial apply to hosting a
BOF and devel oping a charter.

3. The Inportance of Understanding the Real Problem

Thr oughout the process of chartering new work in the | ETF, a key

i ssue i s understanding (and findi ng consensus) on what the real
underlying problemis that the custoner, operator, or deployer of a
technol ogy has and that the WG needs to address. Wen a WS fini shes
an effort, the W s output will only be useful if it actually solves
a real, conpelling problemfaced by the actual user of the technol ogy
(i.e., the customer or operator). Unfortunately, there have been
nore than a few | ETF W&as whose out put was not adopted, and in some of
those cases the cause was a | ack of understanding of the real problem
the operator had. 1In the end, the WG s output sinply didn't address
the right problem

Anot her issue that can happen is discussions about specific (or
conpeting) solution approaches effectively stalemating the W5 (or
BOF), making it unable to nake progress. 1In sone of those cases, the
argunents about the appropriateness of specific technologies are
actually proxies for the question of whether a proposed approach
adequately addresses the problem |If there is a lack of clarity
about the actual underlying problemto be solved, there nmay well be
unr esol vabl e arguments about the suitability of a particular

techni cal approach, depending on one’s view of the actual problem and
the constraints associated with it. Hence, it is critical for al
work to be guided by a clear and shared understandi ng of the
under | yi ng probl em

The best description and understandi ng of an actual problemusually
cones fromthe custoner, operator, or deployer of a technology. They
are the ones that nost clearly understand the difficulties they have
(that need addressing) and they are the ones who will have to depl oy
any proposed solution. Thus, it is critical to hear their voice when
fornmulating the details of the problem statenment. Moreover, when
evaluating the relative nmerits of differing solution approaches, it
is often helpful to go back to the underlying problem statenent for
gui dance in selecting the nore appropriate approach
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4.

The BOF Itself

For the BOF itself, it is critically inmportant to focus on the bottom
line:

What is it that one is attenpting to achieve during the BOF?

O, stated differently, after the BOF is over, by what criteria wll
you deci de whet her or not the BOF was successful ?

A good BOF organi zer keeps a firmfocus on the purpose of the BOF and
crafts an agenda in support of that goal. Just as inportant,
presentations that do not directly support the goal should be
excluded, as they often becone distractions, sow confusion, and

ot herwi se take focus away fromthe purpose of the BOF. |If the goa
istoforma W5 everything should lead to an (obvious) answer to the
fol |l owi ng question:

Does the room agree that the I ETF should forma Ws with the
follow ng (specific) charter?

One of the best ways to ensure a "yes" answer to the above, is by
perform ng adequate preparation before the BOF to ensure that the
conmunity as a whol e already agrees that the answer is "yes". How
does one do that? One good way seens to be:

1) Have a public discussion with sufficient time to allow iteration
and di scussion. (Hence, start a mnimmof 3 nonths prior to the
| ETF neeting.)

2) Wrk with the community to iterate on the charter and be sure to
address the significant concerns that are being raised. (One can

address the concerns in advance -- and get advance agreenent -- or
one can have those concerns be raised (again) during the BOF -- in
which case it is likely that the proposed charter will not be good

enough to get agreenent during the actual BOF).

3) During the BOF, keep the agenda tightly focused on supporting the
need for the W5 and ot herwi se maki ng the case that the group has
identified a clearly-scoped charter and has agreenent on what the
set of deliverables should be.

Anot her inportant reason for holding a BO-F is to establish an
under st andi ng of how the attendees (and the larger community) fee
about the proposed work. Do they understand and agree on the problem
that needs solving? Do they agree the problemis solvable, or that
new protocol work is needed? To better understand the degree of
agreenment, it is useful to ask the audi ence questi ons.
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Whenever asking questions, it is inportant to ask the right ones --
guestions that show where there is agreenent and questions that probe
the details around where agreement is |acking. Good questions
typically focus on aspects of the problemin a piecew se fashion,
establ i shing areas of consensus and identifying areas where

addi tional work is needed. Poor questions do not serve to focus
future discussion where it is needed. The follow ng are exanples of
guestions that are often useful to ask.

1) Is there support to forma Wowith the followi ng charter? (That
is, the charter itself is ready, as shown by community support.)

2) Does the comunity think that the problemstatenent is clear
wel | - scoped, solvable, and useful to solve?

3) Can | see a show of hands of folk willing to review docunents (or
comment on the mailing list)?

4) Who would be willing to serve as an editor for the follow ng
docunent (s)? (BOF chairs should take note of individuals who
rai se their hands, but it is also a useful gauge to see if there
is acritical mass of editors to work on all the docunents that
are to be produced.)

5) Does the comunity think that given the charter revisions
di scussed during the BOF (subject to review and finalization on
the mailing list), a W5 should be forned?

6) How many people feel that a W5 should not be forned? (If the
nunber of no responses is significant, it would help to ask those
sayi ng no why they are opposed.)

7) Before asking a particular question, it is sonetinmes very
appropriate to ask: Do people feel l|ike they have sufficient
information to answer the followi ng question or is it premature to
even ask the question?

Unfortunately, it is also easy to ask the wong questions. Sone
exanples are given in a later section

5. Post-BOF Fol | ow Up
After the BOF has taken place, it is advisable to take assessnent of

how wel | things went and what the next steps are. The ADs shoul d be
included in this assessnent. Some things to consider
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1)

2)

6. P
Ove

1)

Nar t en

Did the BOF go well enough that the |ogical next step is to focus
on refining the charter and becomng a WG before the next | ETF
nmeeting? |If so, there will alnost certainly be additiona

di scussion on the mailing list to refine the charter and work out
a few remaining itens.

Note that it can be difficult to determine in sone cases whether a
WG is a feasible next step. Mich will depend on details of how
the BOF went and/or whether the contentious itens can either be
resolved on the mailing list or sinply be excluded fromthe
charter and dealt with later (if at all). Mch will also depend
on the relevant AD s assessment of whether the proposed work is
ready to nove forward. Sonetinmes even a seem ngly contentious BOF
can result in a WG being forned quickly -- provided the charter is
scoped appropriately.

If the next step is to attenpt to forma W5 the charter needs to
be finalized on the BO~-specific mailing list. Once done, the

| ESG can be asked to fornally consider the charter. The |ESG then
(usual ly) posts the proposed charter to the IETF list for
comuni ty feedback and nakes a deci sion based in part on the
feedback it receives.

It may be the case that enough additional work still needs to take
pl ace that aining for a second (and final) BOF nakes nore sense.
In that case, many of the steps outlined earlier in this docunent
woul d be repeated, though at a faster pace.

The expectations for a second BOF are generally higher than those
for an initial BOF. In addition to the work done up through the
first BOF, the first BOF will have highlighted the key areas where
additional work is needed. The tine leading up to the second BOF
will need to be spent working through those outstandi ng issues.
Second BOFs should not be a repeat of the first BOF, with the sane
i ssues being raised and the sanme (unsatisfactory) responses

provi ded. The second BOF needs to show that all previously
identified i ssues have been resolved and that formation of a Wsis
now i n order.

tfalls

r the years, a nunber of pitfalls have been (repeatedly) observed:
Waiting too long before getting started. It is very difficult to
prepare for a BOF on short notice. Mreover, ADs are placed in a
no-w n situation when asked to approve a BOF for which the

conmmunity has not had a chance to participate. Steps 1-4 in
Section 2 above are designed to show the ADs that there is
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2)

3)

4)

Nar t en

conmunity support for a particular effort. Short-circuiting those
steps forces an AD to nake a judgnent call with (usually) too
little informati on. Moreover, because the community has not been
i nvolved, it is much nore likely that significant (and vali d)
objections will be raised. Oten, those objections could have
been dealt with in advance -- had there been sufficient tinme to
wor k t hrough themin advance.

Too nuch di scussion/focus on sol utions, rather than show ng that
support exists for the problemstatement itself, and that the
problemis well-understood and scoped. The purpose of the BOF is
al nost never to show that there are already proposed sol utions,
but to denonstrate that there is a real problemthat needs
solving, a solution would be beneficial to the comunity, it is
believed that a solution is achievable, and there is a critica
mass of community support to actually put in the real work of
devel opi ng a solution

Aski ng the wrong question during the BOF. Oten, BOF organi zers
feel like they need a "show of hands" on specific questions. But,
unl ess a question is clear, well scoped, focused enough to
establish where there is agreenent (and where not), etc., asking
such a question serves little purpose. Even worse, asking poor
guestions can frustrate the BOF participants and lead to
addi ti onal questions at the microphone, derailing the focus of the
BOF.

Exanmpl es of unreasonabl e questions to ask:

- Asking folk to approve or review a charter that is put on screen
but has not been posted to the nmailing list sufficiently in
advance. (You cannot ask fol k to approve sonething they have
not seen.)

- Asking multi-part questions in which it is not clear (in
advance) what all of the exact questions will be and which
choices a participant needs to choose from

Poorly advertised in advance, thus, the BOF itself does not
include the "right" participants. This can happen for a nunber of
reasons, including:

- giving the BOF a "cute" but unintuitive name (or acronym,

preventing people fromrealizing that it would be of interest to
them

I nf or mati onal [ Page 11]



RFC 5434 Successful BOF Sessions February 2009

7.

7.

1

- failing to advertise the BOF in advance to the community of
peopl e that might be interested. At a mninmm the existence of
a proposed BOF should be advertised on the IETF list as well as
on specific Ws lists that are somewhat rel ated.

5) Providing agenda tine for the "wong" presentations. There is an
(unfortunate) tendency to give anyone who requests agenda tinme an
opportunity to speak. This is often a mstake. Presentations
should be linmted to those that address the purpose of the BOF
More important, presentations should not distract fromthe BOF s
pur pose, or open up ratholes that are a distraction to the nore
basi ¢ purpose of the BOF. An exanple of problematic
presentations:

- presentations on specific solutions, when the purpose of the BOF
is to get agreenent on the problem statenment and the need for a
W5 Solutions at this point are too-often "half-baked" and
al | ow di scussion to rathole on aspects of the sol utions.

I nstead, the focus should be on getting agreenent on whether to
forma WG

6) Poor tinme managenent, leading to insufficient tine for discussion
of the key issues (this is often closely related to 5). Wen
presentations run over their allotted tinme, the end result is
ei t her squeezi ng soneone el se’s presentation or having
i nsufficient discussion tine. Neither is acceptable nor hel pful.
BOF chairs need to give presenters just enough tinme to nake key
points -- and no nore. It may well be helpful to go over a
presenter’s slides in advance, to ensure they are on-topic and
will fit within the time slot.

M scel | aneous
Chairing

BOF organi zers often assunme that they will be chairing a BOF (and the
eventual W5 . Neither assunption is always true. ADs need to ensure
that a BOF runs snmoothly and is productive. For sonme topics, it is a
given that the BOF will be contentious. |In such cases, ADs may want
to have a nore experienced person chairing or co-chairing the BOF

Al so, those interested in organizing the BOF often are the nost
interested in driving a particular technology (and may have strongly
hel d vi ews about what direction an effort should take). Wbrking
Groups are often nore effective when passionately involved parties
are allowed to focus on the technical work, rather than on nanagi ng
the W itself. Thus, do not be surprised (or offended!) if the AD
wants to pick one or nore co-chairs for either the BOF or a follow on
WG,
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7.2. On the Need for a BOF

Thi s docunent highlights the need for allowi ng for and actively
engaging in a broad public discussion on the nerits of formng a W&
It m ght surprise some, but there is no actual process requirenment to
have a BOF prior to forming a Wa. The actual process requirenent is
sinmply that the | ESG (together with the AD(s) sponsoring the work)
approve a formal charter as described in [ RFC2418]. |In practice,
BOFs are used to engage the broader comunity on proposed work and to
hel p produce an acceptabl e charter.

There are two observations that can be made here. First, BOFs are
often hel d not because they are (strictly speaking) required, but
because it is assuned they are needed or because ADs feel that a BOF
woul d be beneficial in terms of getting additional public
participation. Hence, those interested in form ng a W5 should give
serious consideration to using the steps outlined above not just for
the purposes of creating a BOF, but to convince the | ESG and the
broader community that a BOF is not even needed, as there is already
denonstrated, strong consensus that a W5 should be forned. Second,
the 1 ESG should not forget that BOFs are sinply a tool, and may not
even be the best tool in every situation.

8. Security Considerations
Thi s docunent has no known security inplications.
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