
Online consultations just may be the best way yet to deal directly with the public. 
But it has a downside. When you engage online, you are vulnerable to attacks by 
any person or group with an agenda, such as NIMBY’s, special interest groups, 
garden variety zealots,  or simple malcontents, to name a few.

Image: Creative Commons © by Babbletrish on Flickr

PlaceSpeak realizes that attacks from groups like these are more than just a 
nuisance—they can have a real effect on the success of a campaign or 
consultation; and subsequently wipe out the effectiveness of any follow-up 
marketing and public relations efforts. Because of the speed of the online  news 
cycle a single misstep can not only fan the flames of opponents, it can explode 
into a breaking story.

Of course, this isn’t limited to online engagement. You can be attacked in ANY 
medium—posters, flyers, rallies, letters, town hall meetings, the list goes on. And 
while online engagement makes it cheap and easy for opponents to raise issues, 
the benefit is that it also makes it cheap and easy for you to address concerns.

Our multi-step verification system will help keep out the most disruptive, 
anonymous trolls; but no system is foolproof. With this in mind, following are 
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some basic steps you can take to deal with dissenting opinions that may arise 
during your online engagement activities:

How to deal with online attacks
A common fear of engaging online has to do with 'trolls.' In Internet slang, a 
troll is someone who posts inflammatory or off-topic messages in an online 
forum in order to provoke participants or otherwise disrupt the discussion.

When confronted by negative comments during online engagements, here are 
some basic steps you can take:

1.  Post an online engagement policy
PlaceSpeak has a basic commenting policy to deal with hateful and off-topic 
comments, but it is a good idea to compliment this service with an outline 
your own rules of engagement on your topic page, including what sorts of 
posts you will remove. (As an aside, it is also a good idea to include a similar 
statement on your website, Facebook page and any other web sites where 
users can post comments).

Such a policy shouldn’t discourage passion or criticism, but rather protects 
you and other participants from undue or irrelevant attacks. Inappropriate 
profanity and un-constructive criticism doesn’t bring any value to your 
consultation.
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When in doubt, use the “Kitchen Table Test”: If you wouldn’t allow 
it to be said at your kitchen table, don’t allow it in your forum.

2.  Don!t hide behind your policy
It is important to remember, however, that while engagement policies are 
great—and necessary—they are not sufficient to ward off online attacks. 
These policies only help you control people who may express extreme, 
libelous, racist, expletive-laden views. Policies will not shield you from 
people or groups who have legitimate concerns about your project or 
initiative — and nor should they.

It is recommended that you be proactive, not reactive, when responding to 
criticisms. Acting defensively to worried or angry residents will strip you—
and your proposal—of integrity and credibility. Censoring valid viewpoints 
or concerns is a recipe for a PR disaster. If you use your engagement policy 
to remove or limit critical comments, you will appear underhanded and 
afraid to engage. This can inflame the dissenters and encourage them to 
voice their positions in other online and offline public forums, where you 
will have no ability to respond.

3.  Keep the peace
When commenters start to debate each other, things can get ugly fast. Since 
everyone wants his or her participants to feel comfortable, it’s important to 
diffuse this situation as quickly as possible. If a heated exchange occurs, 
reach out to all participants of the forum—even if they were not directly 
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participating. It is important to make sure that everybody feels welcome 
and comfortable.

Then, make a separate post in the forum, reminding residents about the 
general rules and policies for participating in the discussion forum. If the 
same offenders come back and initiate attacks on other PlaceSpeak residents, 
take actions to have them removed from the discussion. Remember, it is 
essential that residents feel that they have a safe place to talk about your 
proposal. When someone with malicious intent enters the discussion, it can 
throw off  the balance and sidetrack your efforts.

Please remember not to feed the trolls. Wikimedia Commons

4.  Respond, quickly
Information spreads fast online. This is particularly true with negative 
assertions. It’s important that you address any complaints and issues posted 
in your forum. Inactivity appears as though you’re trying to ignore the issue. 
Being unresponsive will only incite more anger and increase the chance the 
poster will come back with more critical posts.

The quicker you can respond the better. Do not wait to get an official 
position from your executive team or client. Rather prepare a response based 
on the following questions:

• Are their concerns accurate?

• If  they are NOT accurate, respond with facts that show they are not true.

• If they ARE accurate, what steps can you take to immediately address the 
concerns? What longer-term steps can you to prevent the concern from 
recurring?

• If they are accurate, but you are not in a position to address them, can you 
explain why you took that position and provide concise reasons why?
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5.  Don!t over-react
In dealing with upset residents, you must remember that you are closer to 
your proposal than they are. What may seem like routine information to you 
is often brand new  to the neighborhood. It may not be even be your specific 
proposal that the resident is concerned over, but rather overall city policy or 
another nearby development.

Scope your response to the location of comment and the level of 
concern. If the comment (and related concern) is limited to the 
discussion forum or your Facebook page, address the concern then and 
there. This will cover 90% of concerns and comments. For the rare 
concern that gains traction with the broader community, you will need to 
mount a larger response, just as you would with any coordinated offline 
opposition.

Dealing with legitimate critics
In most consultations you will run into critics who have a legitimate issue or 
problem with your proposal and are looking to voice their concerns. Such 
commenters are trickier to deal with. Shut them down and the legitimacy of your 
whole consultation is thrown into question. Allow them free rein and your 
engagement efforts can be sidetracked.

Some people just want to be heard. Image: Creative Commons © by sheiladeeisme on Flickr
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When confronted by negative comments during online engagements, here are 
some basic steps you can take:

6.  Be prepared

Before engaging residents, make sure you are adequately prepared. 
Remember that residents are different from financiers, politicians or even 
the general public. As such they will have a different set of relevant 
questions and concerns. If residents do not feel that the information on the 
topic relates to their values of  interests, they are more likely to get critical.

The material you present and post should not simply be recycled from 
previous presentations. It should be customized (or at least edited) for the 
forum at hand. Also, don’t try to hide or bury contentious issues. If you are 
transparent from the start, participants will be more likely to trust and 
engage civilly with you. They still may not agree with you, but they will be 
less likely to try and subvert the project.

7.  Be authentic

The only thing critics hate more than having their comments deleted is 
getting a rote, pre-prepared response. Try to respond to each concern 
individually on your page. At the very least, validate their comment and 
point them to additional resources that address their question. This may be 
time-consuming, but it will show that you are listening. This could ward of 
more robust attacks later on.

8.  Model diplomacy

Not everyone is going to offer unabashed support for your proposal. Forum 
members realize this. If they see nothing but positive comments, they’ll 
assume you are censoring the bad comments. A negative post can even be a 
good thing, as long as it is addressed with understanding and respect. Often 
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times a pointed question is simply a way of getting attention and testing your 
commitment to engage. If the concern is credible, consider asking the 
commenter how you can work together to address it.

Remaining sincere and committed to work towards a solution is the best 
strategy. Empty commitments will only lead to further dissent down the 
road. Even if the concern is irrational, taking the time to talk with residents 
may make them feel less hostile towards your proposal. And they will be less 
likely to further disrupt the discussion. While you may ultimately agree to 
disagree, by respecting their position and taking the time to respond, you will 
enhance your integrity with the community.

9.  Keep the conversation relevant
It is important to keep the conversation on track. In most online forums, 
there are individuals looking to switch the discussion to their pet peeves. 
This could include your company, your industry, or even projects completed 
unrelated to your own. It is important to deal with such commenters quickly. 
While the tendency may be to ignore them, most of these types of critics are 
only looking for acknowledgement. Avoiding them will only encourage 
them.
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An effective method is to respond to their comments in kind terms. First, 
offer to continue the discussion offline (if it is about your organization). 
You can then note the need to respect other participants’ time by keeping 
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the thread on track. Other commenters will be grateful that the distraction is 
over.

10. If Critics Gain Traction, Respond Accordingly

PlaceSpeak provides a safe forum to genuinely engage with residents. But 
discussion won’t always be restricted to the platform. If expressions of 
concern grow beyond the engagement forum, so should your response.

Consider adding extra content to your topic page with a specific response to 
the concern. Creating a video from your CEO with an official response may 
be a good idea. Prepare a sharable rebuttal, not only for the forum, but for 
other online sites such as your website or Facebook page. Depending on the 
scale and importance of the concern, you may even want to prepare a media 
release or an editorial in a local paper.

Learn more at PlaceSpeak.com.

The content in this white paper—unless otherwise indicated—is subject to a Creative 
Commons Attribution-Noncommercial-NoDerivativeWorks 2.5 license. They may be 
copied, distributed and broadcast provided that the author, Yuri Artibise, and PlaceSpeak, are 
cited. Commercial use and derivative works are not permitted. The full license can be consulted 
on http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/2.5/
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