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Planning and Organizing an Annual Conference

JANET H.POTVIN

Abstract-Holding a successful conference year.after year consti-tutes a hallmark of excellence for a professional society. While many factors contribute to the success of such a meeting, a key factor is careful planning and organization. To aid the first-time conference chairperson, this paper describes a systematic approach to conference planning and organization: (1) making preliminary analyses and assessments; (2) obtaining the agreement of cosponsors; (3) selecting key conference officers; (4) organizing conference committees; (5) selecting the conference site, hotel, and dates; (6) developing the conference master plan; (7) following through and implementing planning decisions; (8) anticipating and managing contingencies; and

(9) coordinating post-conference activities. Using a systematic ap-proach simplifies the task and makes it possible to run an annual meeting successfully.
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INTRODUCTION

The success of the annual conference of a professional
society depends upon a number of factors, including

the time and location of the meeting; the attractions of the
local area and the local arrangements; the ability of the
conference chairperson and planning committee to attract
and select program participants and to organize technical
sessions, socials, and special events; the extent of the pub-
licity campaign and the quality of the conference publica-
tions; the cost of attending the meeting and the travel funds
available to attendees; the quality of the technical program;
and the number of program participants and meeting at-
tendees. The individual who chairs such a conference for
the first time may feel overwhelmed by the multiplicity of
tasks that, seemingly, must all be done at the same time:
Among them are formulating meeting objectives; devis-

Making preliminary ‘Obtaining the agreement
analyses and assessments of cosponsors

Selecting key conference
officers
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ing a conference plan; organizing committees; develop-
ing and administering a budget; setting deadlines; planning
technical and social programs; obtaining session chairper-
sons and speakers; scheduling, writing, editing, designing,
and managing publications; arranging for publicity; obtain-
ing support from industry; and coordinating local arrange-
ments. Nevertheless, the job can be done. It requires careful
planning and organization, delegation of responsibility to
capable associates, and coordination of efforts, attention to
detail, and adherence to schedule.

To aid the first-time conference chairperson, this paper
describes a systematic approach to conference planning and
organization and provides guidelines for carrying out the
major tasks involved. As shown in Fig. 1, the process of
planning and organizing a national (or international) annual
conference can be divided into nine main steps. Individual
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tasks are described according to the timetable in which they
are typically performed. Although general guidelines for
planning, organizing, and running conferences are available
(see, for example [1-8]), little has been written about the
specific strategies and management approaches needed for a
successful annual conference even though the vast majority
of conference chairpersons are new to the task.

MAKING PRELIMINARY ANALYSES AND
ASSESSMENTS

The first step in the process of planning and organizing a
professional society’s annual conference is preliminary
analysis and planning. Completed by a combination of so-
ciety officers, the society executive committee, and the
long-range conference planning committee, this step con-
sists of (1) setting meeting objectives; (2) analyzing the
target audience; and (3) determining implementation
methods.

Setting Meeting Objectives

One of the first considerations in conference planning is to
formulate meeting objectives. These might be thought of in
terms of (a) goals for the society and (b) rewards for meet-
ing attendees. For example, does the society want to in-
crease membership? To gain more recognition for the
general public? To provide more services to members?

A number of goals are possible [8, 9]:

Generate interaction and communication

Serve the needs and interests of members

Conduct the society's business

Inform members of new policies

Convey new information to attendees

Provide educational opportunities: enable members to

keep abreast of the latest developments in the field; to

continually upgrade skills and knowledge; to maintain

expertise in the discipline

» Give members an opportunity to present their research
formally

« Provide a forum for exchange of ideas and experiences
and creation of new ideas

« Provide an environment for free discussion of new con-
cepts, research developments, and applications

« Foster progress and advance the state of knowledge in
the discipline

+ Enable meeting attendees to make important contacts

* Enable meeting attendees, program participants, and
society officers to interact socially

« Enhance the society’s visibility.

The objectives set for the meeting should be based on the
needs of those attending. Who is the audience? What does
the society want the audicnce to know or do when they
leave the meeting? What is the purpose?

For a successful annual conference the objectives should be
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clearly defined and ranked in order of importance based on
an analysis of the projected audience.

Analyzing the Target Audience

To aid in formulating meeting objectives, the following
audience characteristics might be assessed:

« Is the audience a homogeneous one or is it hetero-
geneous, bringing together individuals from diverse dis-
ciplines or from several areas within a discipline?

o Are the main interests of the audience theoretical? Prac-
tical? Applied? Or a combination?

o What is the educational profile of the audience? Do the
members have bachelor’s degrees? Master’s degrees?
Doctorates? What is the percentage of individuals in
each category? Are the degrees primarily in the same
discipline or do they span a broad range?

o Are the members of the audience mainly novices in the
field? Or do they have years of experience? If acombina-
tion, what is the proportion?

« What is the average age of the participants?

o Is the audience largely male? Largely female? Evenly
distributed?

o Are the individuals employed primarily in academia? In
business? In government? In industry? In private prac-
tice?

« Will the majority of the attendees be members or will a
proportion of nonmembers attend as well? Will spouses
be likely to attend?

+ How many people can be expected?

e What is the regional, national, or international distribu-
tion of the potential attendees?

= How do the members of the projected audience envision
the purpose of the conference?

The answers to the questions of audience are significant not
only in formulating the general purpose of a conference but
also in setting specific meeting objectives, selecting a con-
ference setting, and designing the conference program of

technical sessions, exhibits, social events, and tours.

To aid in formulating meeting objectives and arranging
programs keyed to the needs and interests of society mem-
bers, the program committee can include a questionnaire
in the registration packets of those attending the conference
each year. The questionnaire can combine an evaluation of
the topics, format, and levels of presentation offered at that
meeting with a list of possible topics and methods of ap-
proach for the next one. Members can also be asked to
suggest topics and possible speakers or session chairper-
sons. Such information can be advantageous in determining
what types of sessions and events to include and the amount
of emphasis to be devoted to each.

Determining Implementation Methods

After objectives have been formulated, the conference
format must be selected and implementation methods must
be determined. Among the questions to be considered are
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Provide an environment for free discussion of new con-cepts, research developments, and applications

Foster progress and advance the state of knowledge in the discipline

Enable meeting attendees to make important contacts Enable meeting attendees, program participants, and society officers to interact socially

Enhance the society's visibility.
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the following:

« Should the conference be held as an independent event
or in conjunction with another meeting?

« Should other societies be invited to cosponsor, partici-
pate, or cooperate in the meeting?

e What types of technical sessions and program events
should the conference include? Individual presentations?
Panels? Symposia? Lectures? Plenary sessions? De-
bates? Tutorials? Workshops? Short courses? Poster ses-
sions? Roundtable discussions? Idea exchanges? Dem-
onstrations? Professional tours?

+  What social events should be included? Breakfasts?
Luncheons? Banquets? Receptions?

«  What supplemental activities should be included? Recre-
ational programs? A spouses’ program? A family pro-
gram? Tours?

« What committee, business, or special-interest-group
meetings will be held in conjunction with the confer-
ence?

« How many days should the conference last?

« At what time of year should the conference be held?

+  What setting would be most effective for the meeting
format proposed? A major hotel in a major metropolitan
arca? A resort hotel in a recreation area? A college or
university campus?

«  Who will manage the conference? Who will make the
conference arrangements? A conference committee? So-
ciety officers? Society staff? Members of a local chap-
ter? A professional conference manager? A convention
bureau? Volunteers? Paid staff?

+  Who will be responsible for overseeing implementation
of the plans?

« What image does the society want to convey to the
members and other attendees through the conference?

« Should the conference include a proceedings? What
other major publications should be developed?

+ How will the conference be funded? Should exhibits be
included? Should industrial gifts be sought?

«  What proportion of the society budget should be allo-
cated for the conference start-up costs and possible over-
runs?

Once major policies have been set and implementation
methods have been determined, preliminary conference ar-
rangements can begin.

OBTAINING THE AGREEMENT OF COSPONSORS

If the annual conference is to be sponsored jointly with
another professional society, the second step in the process
is to obtain detailed letters of agreement. Cosponsorship
implies significant involvement in the technical, financial,
and administrative areas of the conference [7] and decisions
must be made about the exact nature of the involvement
Will the names of both societies be used as cosponsors? Will
the two socictics share equal planning responsibility? Equal
funding responsibility? Equal billing in publicity? Will one
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society have the primary responsibility for developing the
technical program? The social program? For making confer-
ence arrangements? Will any restrictions be imposed on
funding, types of events, or exhibits because of the cospon-
sorship? What about financial liabilities? Program participa-
tion? Use of mailing lists? The answers to such questions
should be confirmed in letters of agreement well in advance
to alleviate possible misunderstandings and to enable co-
sponsors to participate in planning from the outset.

If other societies, organizations, or institutions will partici-
pate, cooperate, or assist with the conference, similar letters
of agreement must be obtained to specify the nature of the
involvement. As used here, participation implies that the
society will be directly involved in the organization of the
technical program and will assist with publicity and encour-
age members to submit papers and attend the conference
Cooperation implies that the society will assist with public-
ity and encourage members to submit papers and attend the
conference [7].

All such letters should be secured well in advance of the
conference so that cosponsors can be shown on the confer-
ence letterhead, and cosponsoring, participating, and co-
operating organizations can be listed in the call for papers
and in other conference publicity.

SELECTING KEY CONFERENCE OFFICERS

The third step in the process of planning and organizing a
professional society's annual conference is to select the key
conference officers: the conference manager (if there is to
be one) and the conference chairperson. Typically, these

decisions are made by a combination of society officers, the
society executive committee, and the long-range conference
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Should the conference be held as an independent event or in conjunction with another meeting?

Should other societies be invited to cosponsor, partici-pate, or cooperate in the meeting?

What types of technical sessions and program events should the conference include? Individual presentations? Panels? Symposia? Lectures? Plenary sessions? De-bates? Tutorials? Workshops? Short courses? Poster ses-sions? Roundtable discussions? Idea exchanges? Dem-onstrations? Professional tours?

What social events should be included? Breakfasts? Luncheons? Banquets? Receptions?

What supplemental activities should be included? Recre-ational programs? A spouses' program? A family pro-gram? Tours'?

What committee, business, or special-interest-group meetings will be held in conjunction with the confer-ence?

How many days should the conference last?

At what time of year should the conference be held? What setting would be most effective for the meeting format proposed? A major hotel in a major metropolitan area? A resort hotel in a recreation area? A college or university campus?

Who will manage the conference? Who will make the conference arrangements? A conference committee? So-ciety officers? Society staff? Members of a local chap-ter? A professional conference manager? A convention bureau? Volunteers? Paid staff?

Who will be responsible for overseeing implementation of the plans?

What image does the society want to convey to the members and other attendees through the conference? Should the conference include a proceedings? What other major publications should be developed?

How will the conference be funded? Should exhibits be included? Should industrial gifts be sought?

What proportion of the society budget should be allo-cated for the conference start-up costs and possible over-runs?

Once major policies have been set and implementation methods have been determined, preliminary conference ar-rangements can begin.

OBTAINING THE AGREEMENT OF COSPONSORS

If the annual conference is to be sponsored jointly with another professional society, the second step in the, process is to obtain detailed letters of agreement. Cosponsorship implies significant involvement in the technical, financial, and administrative areas of the conference [7] and decisions must be made about the exact nature of the involvement. Will the names of both societies be used as cosponsors? Will the two societies share equal planning responsibility? Equal funding responsibility? Equal billing in publicity? Will one



society have the primary responsibility for developing the technical program? The social program? For making confer-ence arrangements? Will any restrictions be imposed on funding, types of events, or exhibits because of the cospon-sorship? What about financial liabilities? Program participa-tion? Use of mailing lists'? The answers to such questions should be confirmed in letters of agreement well in advance to alleviate possible misunderstandings and to enable co-sponsors to participate in planning from the outset.

If other societies, organizations, or institutions will partici-pate, cooperate, or assist with the conference, similar letters of agreement must be obtained to specify the nature of the involvement. As used here, participation implies that the society will be directly involved in the organization of the technical program and will assist with publicity and encour-age members to submit papers and attend the conference. Cooperation implies that the society will assist with public-ity and encourage members to submit papers and attend the conference (71.

All such letters should be secured well in advance of the conference so that cosponsors can be shown on the confer-ence letterhead, and cosponsoring, participating, and co-operating organizations can be listed i n the call for papers and in other conference publicity.

SELECTING KEY CONFERENCE OFFICERS

The third step in the process of planning and organizing a professional society's annual conference is to select the key conference officers: the conference manager ( i f there is to be one) and the conference chairperson. Typically, these

decisions are made by a combination of society officers, the

society executive committee, and the long-range confercnce
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planning committee. If the conference is to be jointly spon-
sored, representatives of the cosponsoring society may also
be involved in making these decisions.

Selecting a Conference Manager

An important planning decision concerns conference man-
agement. Who will be responsible for making the confer-
ence arrangements with the hotel (or other host site), han-
dling advance registrations and staffing the registration,
information, audiovisual, and press offices during the con-
ference? These tasks can be handled by a professional con-
vention bureau, a professional conference manager, a local
or conference-arrangements committee composed of profes-
sional society members who live in the host city, or mem-
bers of a local chapter or area university. Society tradition
and funds available for professional services are the deter-
mining factors in this decision. Conference arrangements
must be handled by knowledgeable, skillful, willing per-
sonnel who are capable of negotiating to make the best
possible arrangements for the society at the lowest equi-
table cost. Prior experience in dealing with hotel managers
is a decided plus.

Contracting for the services of an experienced professional
conference manager can benefit a society because such an
individual brings knowledge of logistics and expertise in
negotiation to the task. Conference arrangements can be
costly if a trial-and-error approach is used. The conference
manager can provide valuable planning suggestions, aid in
site selection, obtain favorable hotel rates, and often nego-
tiate special transportation rates for members.

The person chosen as a conference manager should be an
cxperienced meeting planner with a proven record of pro-
ducing high-quality, well-run conferences. The individual

PLANNING AND ORGANIZING AN ANNUAL CONFERENCE
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should have excellent communication and management
skills; rapport with others; the ability to work with society
officers, the conference and program chairpersons, the local
and conference arrangements committees, and the hotel
management and staff; the ability to complete tasks on time;
and a commitment to making the best arrangements possible
for the society. The individual should be bondable and
should have a knowledgeable and efficient staff to handle
audiovisual equipment arrangements and registration.

When a conference manager is selected, it is important to
carefully delineate the area of responsibility and to establish
the amount of time, and the fees to be charged for the spe-
cific services to be provided.

Selecting the Conference Chairperson

A critical planning decision concerns selection of a confer-
ence chairperson. This should be an established, widely
known, and respected individual with longtime stature in
the discipline; familiarity with the conference format and
goals; demonstrated ability for leadership; a reputation for
accomplishing tasks on time (a frequent problem area);
management acumen; rapport with others; ability to work
with professional and nonprofessional staff members (paid
and volunteer); skill in interpersonal relations; and expertise
in delegating authority, coordinating activities, and follow-
ing up on details. Further, the individual should have an
expressed interest in chairing the conference, sufficient
available time, access to secretarial resources, and a com-
mitment to making the conference a success. During the
year before the conference, the chairperson must give con-
ference work the highest priority and be readily available to
coordinate others and participate in conference decision-
making. Finally, the conference chairperson must have de-

OFFICERS — EXECUTIVE COMMITTEE

PROFESSIONAL SOCIETY
LONG-RANGE CONF ERENCE PLANNING COMMITTEE

CONFERENCE

CHAIRPERSON

CONFERENCE PLANNING COMMITTEE
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Representative structure for the conference organization.
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planning committee. If the conference is to be jointly spon-sored, representatives of the cosponsoring society may also be involved in making these decisions.

Selecting a Conference Manager

An important planning decision concerns conference man-agement. Who will be responsible for making the confer-ence arrangements with the hotel (or other host site), han-dling advance registrations and staffing the registration, information, audiovisual, and press offices during the con-ference? These tasks can be handled by a professional con-vention bureau, a professional conference manager, a local or conference-arrangements committee composed of profes-sionat society members who live in the host city, or mem-bers of a local chapter or area university. Society tradition and funds available for professional services are the deter-mining factors in this decision. Conference arrangements must be handled by knowledgeable, skillful, willing per-sonnel who are capable of negotiating to make the best possible arrangements for the society at the lowest equi-table cost. Prior experience in dealing with hotel managers is a decided plus.

Contracting for the services of an experienced professional conference manager can benefit a society because such an individual brings knowledge of logistics and expertise in negotiation to the task. Conference arrangements can be costly if a trial-and-error approach is used. The conference manager can provide valuable planning suggestions, aid in site selection, obtain favorable hotel rates, and often nego-tiate special transportation rates for members.

The person chosen as a conference manager should be an experienced meeting planner with a proven record of pro-ducing high-quality, well-run conferences. The individual



should have excellent communication and management skills; rapport with others; the ability to work with society officers, the conference and program chairpersons, the local and conference arrangements committees, and the hotel management and staff; the ability to complete tasks on time; and a commitment to making the best arrangements possible for the society. The individual should be bondable and should have a knowledgeable and efficient staff to handle audiovisual equipment arrangements and registration.

When a conference manager is selected, it is important to carefully delineate the area of responsibility and to establish the amount of time, and the fees to be charged for the spe-cific services to be provided.

Selecting the Conference Chairperson

A critical planning decision concerns selection of a confer-ence chairperson. This should be an established, widely known, and respected individual with longtime stature in the discipline; familiarity with the conference format and goals; demonstrated ability for leadership; a reputation for accomplishing tasks on time (a frequent problem area); management acumen; rapport with others; ability to work with professional and nonprofessional staff members (paid and volunteer); skill in interpersonal relations; and expertise in delegating authority, coordinating activities, and follow-ing up on details. Further, the individual should have an expressed interest in chairing the conference, sufficient available time, access to secretarial resources, and a com-mitment to making the conference a success. During the year before the conference, the chairperson must give con-ference work the highest priority and be readily available to coordinate others and participate in conference decision-making. Finally, the conference chairperson must have de-
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