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Consi derations for Having a Successful "Bar BOF" Side Meeting
Abst r act

New work is typically brought to the | ETF by a group of interested

i ndividuals. |ETF neetings are a conveni ent place for such groups to
hol d i nformal get-togethers to discuss and develop their ideas. Such
side neetings, which are not reflected in the | ETF neeting agenda and
have no official status, are often half-jokingly referred to as "bar
BOF" sessions to acknow edge that sone of themnay eventually lead to
a proposal for an official |ETF BOF ("birds of a feather" session) on
a given topic.

During recent | ETF nmeetings, many such "bar BOF" get-togethers have
been organi zed and noderated in ways that nmade them i ncreasingly

i ndi stinguishable fromofficial |IETF BOFs or sonetines even | ETF
wor ki ng group neetings.

Thi s docunent argues that this recent trend is not hel pful in
reaching the ultimte goal of many of these get-togethers, i.e., to
efficiently discuss and develop ideas for new | ETF work. It

encour ages the organizers to consider the benefits of holding themin
much | ess fornal settings and to also consider alternative neans to
devel op their ideas. This docunent also recomends that the
conmuni ty abandon the term "bar BOF" and instead use other terns such
as "side neeting”, in order to stress the unofficial nature of these
get -t oget hers.

Status of This Menp

Thi s docunent is not an Internet Standards Track specification; it is
publ i shed for informational purposes.

Thi s docunent is a product of the Internet Engineering Task Force
(IETF). It represents the consensus of the |IETF community. It has
recei ved public review and has been approved for publication by the
Internet Engineering Steering Group (IESG. Not all docunents
approved by the I ESG are a candidate for any |evel of Internet

St andard; see Section 2 of RFC 5741.
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I nformati on about the current status of this docunment, any errata,
and how to provide feedback on it may be obtained at
http://ww. rfc-editor.org/info/rfc6771

Copyri ght Notice

Copyright (c) 2012 | ETF Trust and the persons identified as the
document authors. All rights reserved.

Thi s docunent is subject to BCP 78 and the | ETF Trust’'s Lega
Provisions Relating to | ETF Documents
(http://trustee.ietf.org/license-info) in effect on the date of
publication of this docunment. Please review these docunents
carefully, as they describe your rights and restrictions with respect
to this docunent. Code Conponents extracted fromthis docurment rnust
include Sinplified BSD License text as described in Section 4.e of
the Trust Legal Provisions and are provided without warranty as
described in the Sinplified BSD License.

1. Introduction

A typical IETF nmeeting is full of sessions of different kinds. In
addition to official IETF and | RTF sessions listed in the meeting
agenda (such as working and research group neetings, area neetings,
or plenaries), nany other unofficial neetings take place. These

i ncl ude neetings between | ETF participants from one organi zation or
conpany, design team nmeetings, Internet-Draft editing sessions,
interoperability testing, directorate |unches, and many others.

Sone of these unofficial get-togethers are organi zed by individua
participants with a commopn interest in initiating new | ETF work of
sone kind. New | ETF work often fits into an existing working group
and does not require an official "birds of a feather" (BOF) session

[ RFC5434] to determ ne comunity consensus. Neverthel ess, the phrase
"bar BOF" has commonly been used in the community when tal king about
such informal get-togethers that are held to discuss potential new
work. [RFC4677] (which has been obsol eted by [ RFC6722])
characterizes a "bar BOF" as

an unofficial get-together, usually in the |late evening, during
which a | ot of work gets done over drinks. Bar BOFs spring up in
many di fferent places around an | ETF neeting, such as restaurants,
cof fee shops, and (if we are so |ucky) pools.

During recent | ETF neetings, "bar BOFs" have becone increasingly

i ndi stinguishable fromofficial |IETF BOFs or sonetinmes even | ETF

wor ki ng group neetings. The synptons of this trend are unofficia
"bar BOFs" that are held in regular |IETF neeting roons with
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cl assroom styl e seating, agendas with | engthy slide presentations,
use of m crophone |ines, and even formal consensus calls. And,
per haps nost inportantly, such neetings have a distinct |ack of
dri nks.

Thi s docunent argues that this trend is not hel pful in reaching the
ultimate goal of many of these get-togethers, i.e., to brainstorm
about a technical topic that may eventually lead to new | ETF worKk.
It encourages the organizers of these unofficial get-togethers to
consi der the benefits of holding themin nmuch | ess formal settings.

Thi s docunent al so recommends that the community abandon the term
"bar BOF". The distinction between a BOF, i.e., an official |ETF
activity, and a "bar BOF", i.e., an unofficial get-together, is |ost
on many | ETF participants, especially newconers. The simlarity in
terns has even caused confusion to the point where some participants
believe that a "bar BOF" is a required step in the | ETF process in
order to apply for an official BOF, which is obviously false. For
these reasons, the remainder of this docunent will use the term "side
neeting" instead and recomends that the comunity do the sane, in
order to stress the unofficial nature of these get-togethers.

Bef ore going into nore detail ed advice on how to hold side neetings,
it is inportant to renenber that many participants are extrenely busy
during an I ETF neeting. Al though having a side neeting to discuss an
idea in an informal face-to-face setting is attractive, the
schedul i ng of such neetings is very difficult and needs to happen
weeks, if not nonths, prior to the neeting itself. Conference calls,
emai | discussions, wkis, jabber group chats, and other ways for
interacting are also effective at devel oping ideas and easier to
schedul e.

2. Howto Invite

A good rule of thunb is that a side neeting to discuss and develop a
proposal for new | ETF work shoul d include the necessary participants
to achi eve that purpose and no nore. Snaller neetings are usually
nore successful than | arger neetings.

Hence, it is often useful to limt attendance carefully. Publicly

br oadcasti ng an announcement for a side meeting on a particul ar
topic, e.g., on an IETF mailing list, is therefore not usually a good
net hod of inviting the desired set of participants.

One reason is that if the announcenment happens to attract a | arge
response, the logistics of organizing a side nmeeting for a |arger
group qui ckly becomes very difficult. Small groups fit confortably
around a table at a bar or a restaurant or can find a quiet corner in
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an | ETF hallway for a discussion. Larger groups require dedicated
nmeeting facilities, which are limted during | ETF neetings, and they
general ly require much nore careful planning in order to get work
done.

When publicly announcing a side neeting, it is often not even
possi bl e for the organizers to determ ne how | arge the resulting get-
together will be, forcing themto over-provision for the "best case"
of a substantial attendance, even in cases where this turns out to be
not necessary. And even when a | arge group comes together, it often

nostly consists of "tourists". Tourists usually do not actively
participate in the get-together at all, or they participate with an
intent to | earn about a topic, which can derail a planned di scussion
of specific issues and turn it into a tutorial. The attendance of

tourists requires finding a larger roomand makes the interactions
bet ween the active partici pants nmore cunbersome, e.g., because

m cr ophones need to be used in |arger roonms. There are tinmes to
expose new i deas to a broader comunity, but think carefully before
publicly announcing a side neeting.

So while publicly announcing a side nmeeting can be useful in order to
gat her interested people for a discussion, it often nmakes sense to

still limt attendance. For exanple, an announcement could say, "W
have a table reserved at restaurant X for Y people. |If you are
interested in attending, please briefly explain how you wll
contribute to the discussion we are planning to have". |f nore than

Y peopl e respond, the organizers nmake a sel ection

Selecting or specifically inviting ESG or | AB menbers is not
necessary and nmay not even be advisable in many cases. Sone ideas
need tine to formbefore they result in anything cohesive, and a side
neeting is a good tine to devel op new ideas. It is usually nost
useful to approach Area Directors (ADs) and | AB nmenbers for coments
after an idea has solidified enough so that an el evator pitch can be
given. Also, it should be clear that if an AD or | AB nenber attends
a side neeting, it is not necessarily a show of support. They may
sinmply be interested or often nay be concerned or troubled with sone
aspect of the potential work and relation to existing work. On the
ot her hand, when an AD or | AB nenber declines to attend a side
neeting, that is usually not a sign of disinterest or disapproval --
these peopl e have busy schedul es, especially during an | ETF week.

In the initial stages of devel oping a proposal for new | ETF work, the
ability for interested and experienced participants to brainstormis
trenmendously inportant. Brainstorming is facilitated by direct,

i nteractive, and high-bandw dth di scussions. This is clearly nuch
nore easily achieved in a smaller setting, where half-baked ideas can
be di ssected and devel oped. This is often not possible in a |arger

Eggert & Camarillo I nf or mati onal [ Page 4]



RFC 6771 Successful Bar BOF Side Meetings Cct ober 2012

group. Even worse, a badly run large neeting can sonetines "poi son
the waters" for a proposed idea by convincing the broader comunity
that the proposal is confused, not ready, or otherw se uninteresting.

Anot her reason to discuss new work proposals in smaller groups is
scope creep, i.e., the tendency of an initially rather tightly scoped
area of new work to expand, because people will argue that whatever
the initial topic was, it should be expanded to include their
particular itemof interest. This is harder to control in |arger
groups. Keeping the scope of new work items narrow i s inportant,
because eventual chartering decisions are often nmuch nore difficult
for larger itens of new work than for snaller ones.

It is inmportant to understand that in the | ETF, proposals for new
work are judged based on their technical nerits and on whether there
i s enough energy and interest in the conmunity to conplete the work
inatinely manner. This happens in the relevant working group, if
one exists, or else during an official BOF session. How nany warm
bodies fill a roomduring an unofficial side nmeeting has no influence
on this decision and is not a good netric for reporting interest in a
topic to the community or to enployers. Discussions about new work
are often controversial, and people will show up just to watch the
fireworks, |earn about a new topic, or make sure the new work does
not interfere with work they are al ready pursuing, w thout being
interested contributing in some way to the actual proposal itself.

Sone side neetings are organized to discuss a topic that is also
bei ng di scussed in an existing working group, either before or after
the working group itself meets. Some working groups call these side
neetings "ad hoc sessions". The fact that a side neeting is

organi zed by a chair or key participant of a working group in order
to discuss topics related to the working group does not nmake it any
nore official than other side neetings. An "ad hoc session" is not
an official working group session, and no decisions relevant to a
wor ki ng group can be nmade. Working group consensus can only be
establ i shed during official sessions or on the mailing |ist

[ RFC2418] .

3. Were to Meet

As the colloquial name "bar BOF" inplied, such side neetings are
traditionally held in bars or restaurants. Recently, there has been
a distinct shift towards hol ding such get-togethers in regular |ETF
neeting roons. One reason for this trend has been discussed in
Section 2, namely, that an uncontrolled broadcast announcemnent

requi res over-provisioning of facilities.
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A second reason for this trend is that sone participants, e.g., non-
nati ve English speakers or participants with hearing difficulties,
find it difficult to interact or follow a discussion in noisy
environnents, such as restaurants and especially bars. The

organi zers of side nmeetings are encouraged to take this factor into
consi deration when finding a neeting place. Quiet restaurants are
not hard to find, and many offer private dining rooms at no extra
charge for larger parties.

A likely third reason why side neetings are increasingly held in | ETF
roonms is that the booking of such a roomcurrently requires approva
by an Area Director. The reason for this practice is sinply to make
sure that | ETF-paid roons are used for neetings that are in the

wi dest sense | ETF-rel ated. However, the approval of a room request
for a side neeting has been known to sonetinmes be reported as Area
Director "support" for the topic of the neeting to the conmunity or
to empl oyers. No such support is expressed or inplied when Area
Directors approve roomrequests! Many routinely say "yes" to every
i ncom ng request as long as there are neeting roons avail able (and
there are typically lots of nmeeting roons avail abl e outsi de of norma
wor ki ng group meeting slots).

Hol di ng side neetings in | ETF nmeeting roons does not make them any
nore official or valid than get-togethers that happen in other

pl aces. Participants have recently begun to list the tinmes and

| ocations of sone side neetings on a wi ki page, but that does not
make them part of the official | ETF agenda or otherw se change their
unof ficial status.

| ETF neeting roons clearly do not provide the nobst supportive
environnent for side neetings that require brainstormng on a new
technical proposal. One reason is that the classroomstyle seating
often present in | ETF neeting roons tends to spread people out in
rows, all facing towards a front presenter, which is good for
presentations but bad for discussion. Because |ETF neeting roons
tend to be | arge and people have a natural tendency to spread out,
hol ding a neeting in one often requires mcrophone use, which is
cunbersonme, slows a discussion down, and | eads to "question-answer"
di al ogs between two people, which is much |less effective than a group
di scussion around a restaurant table.

Anot her reason is nore pragmati c. Because the organi zers of
unofficial get-togethers can only use | ETF neeting roons during tines
when they are not otherw se in use, such side nmeetings often happen
during breakfast, lunch, dinner, or later in the evening. This
prolongs the tinme during which | ETF participants are stuck in the
same roonms they' re stuck in for the rest of the day, and it prevents
them from having a regular and at | east sonewhat rel axed neal .
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Anecdot al evi dence exists that at | east one Area Director has not
been able to set foot outside the | ETF hotel for a stretch of severa
days during |ETF 77. (1ETF 77 was held in Anaheim CA, and the food
options in and near the hotel were, let’'s say, of severely limted
quality.) It is unlikely that participants in the consequentia
nmental and bodily state will make productive contributions to a side
neeting or, in the case of Area Directors, will be extrenely
receptive towards new work proposals.

Food, drink, and a rel axed atnosphere in which to have a di scussion
are an essential part of a successful side neeting, because they
often need to happen during neal tinmes. |ETF neeting roons offer
nei t her.

4. How to Meet

Several of the recent side neetings that were held in I ETF neeting
roons enul ated official IETF neetings to a degree that nade them

i ndi stinguishable froma regular working group neeting for the
average | ETF attendee. This included detail ed agendas, |engthy
presentations, organizers who refer to thensel ves as "bar BOF
chairs", emul ating blue sheets (see Section 4.5 of [RFC4677]), and
even huns and ot her consensus calls (see Section 5.2 of [RFC4677]).

It is not clear as to why this has been happening. One attenpt at an
expl anati on may be that holding a get-together in an | ETF room and
havi ng the organi zers behave |ike chairs behave during regular |ETF
sessions is causing a Pavlovian stinmulus in the attendees. Another
expl anation attenpt is that an |IETF neeting room sinply does not
al l ow many other forns of discussion. Finally, some organizers nmay
find the process to apply for an official BOF too conplex or

troubl esome (and probably rightfully so) and so decide to sinply
mnmic one, or they had applied for an official BOF, got turned down,
and then decided to hold the same neeting as a side neeting.

What ever the reason for this devel opment, it is reasonably obvious
that running a side neeting with a focus on maki ng qui ck progress on
a technical proposal in a way that emul ates running a working group
session is not very productive. Wrking group sessions foll ow
certain procedures due to | arger audiences, the need to establish
formal consensus, etc., that a side nmeeting can do w thout.

Havi ng side nmeetings mmc working group neetings is also confusing
to attendees. |In at |east one case, sone side neeting participants
believed that they were attending an actual working group neeting,
and incorrect press announcenents were generated. \Wen side neetings
take place at restaurants or el sewhere away from | ETF neeting roonms,
the chance for confusion is nuch | ower.
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Because the reasons for organi zi ng such a get-together are diverse,
this section is not making nore specific suggestions, other than to
note that neeting outside of an | ETF nmeeting roomis likely going to
shift the dynam cs sufficiently so that better interactions and
results becone possible.

5. Wen to Meet

Si de nmeetings are often schedul ed follow ng | ETF eveni ng pl enari es,
whi ch sonetinmes end before the time indicated on the nmeeting agenda

but have in the past also ended much later. It is therefore usefu
to avoi d scheduling side neetings that follow | ETF plenaries at a
fixed time. Instead, it is recommended to schedule themrelative to
the end of the plenary, i.e., "X minutes after the end of the

pl enary". That way, attendees do not need to wait around if a

pl enary finishes early and do not need to | eave a plenary should it
run | ate.

Section 3 of [RFC5434] raises the issue that it is essential to
understand all angles of a given problemfor which | ETF work is
proposed. This neans that input fromthe commnity that can be found

at | ETF nmeetings is not all that should be considered. It can be
argued that input fromother communities -- operator, research,
regul atory, etc. -- is at least as inportant. Hence, organizers

shoul d consi der the value of holding side neetings at venues where
such input can be nore easily gathered, such as operator fora (R PE
NANOG, etc.), research conferences, or other events.

6. Concl usions

Si de neeting organi zers are encouraged to rekindle the origina
spirit behind them and organi ze them outside | ETF neeting roons, at
venues with food and drink, for smaller groups, and in a way that
does not needlessly mimc the way official |ETF sessions are
conduct ed.

It can often be useful to discuss proposals for new | ETF work face-
to-face in an infornmal setting, but conference calls, enui

di scussions, w kis, and other means for interactions are also

ef fective at devel opi ng ideas, especially given the scheduling
difficulties when busy individuals are involved during an | ETF
neeti ng.

Finally, it is inportant to remenber that all side neetings during an
| ETF week are purely informal and have no official status whatsoever.
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7. Security Considerations

A security AD pointed out that people have been known to forget their
| apt ops after side nmeetings held in real bars. The organizers of
side neetings should therefore rem nd any attending security ADs (and
possi bly others) to take their belongings with themafter the side
neeting ends or the bar closes, whichever happens first.
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