“Not just another conference” – Patterns for conducting a successful niche conference
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“Welcome to Bergen” gathering of rOOts speakers and committee in private home. 
Photo taken by T. Fossnes, 2003
The organizing committee for a small, niche conference has additional challenges over those of better-funded conference committees. They need to differentiate their event from others and offer something of value to speakers and participants.
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Most conferences strive to offer a program with the most qualified speakers available.  The organizing committee of a small conference with a limited budget may find it difficult to offer large honoraria to their speakers, and therefore fail to attract the caliber of speaker that the participants deserve.

While speakers of international calibre can command high fees, they often have hectic schedules and generally find conferences to be highly impersonal environments. They appreciate a relaxed environment and the opportunity to meet and talk with each other.  They also appreciate the opportunity to receive feedback and interact with conference participants if they are not stressed. At the same time speakers have an altruistic side that prompts them to help a worthwhile event.  They are also human and value having a positive experience and a bit of a good time. They like to take holidays and meet new people.
Components of a successful conference include sponsorship and good attendance both of which are enhanced by the presence of world-class presenters. Participants   both  boeare inevitably drawn to conferences at which published authors or renowned speakers are giving presentations and tutorials. A small conference achieves its primary goals by creating a program filled with highly qualified presenters. Participants can also find conferences to be impersonal and feel very privileged when they can spend some quality time with a presenter.
If speakers are satisfied with the organization of a conference they are more willing to consider repeating the experience. The relationships established from prior years work to the advantage of both the speakers and organizing committee.  

There is always the possibility that a speaker will not accept the committee invitation, but that is the only negative consequence encountered to-date.  There have been 2 experiences where rOOts was scheduled against a “bigger” event and lost potential speakers to that event. The end result is that for every speaker who says “no thanks” there are two that say yes.  And often those who decline in one year because of a conflict in schedule make it clear they would like to be invited again.

Therefore:

Establish a Personal Connection with the speakers for your event by creating a personal invitation, assigning a speaker host and allowing a personal relationship to grow.
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As discussed in Motivated Committee, the planners have many reasons to remain active.  One of these may be the opportunity to establish a personal relationship with one or more of the speakers by accepting the role as Personal Host.
This pattern will eventually be linked to patterns that discuss the following topics:

· Sponsorship is required to keep an event affordable, and sponsors want to be associated with a quality event with distinguished speakers and good content
· For most participants the ability to attend a conference is related to an affordable price, often linked to minimized travel and conference fees, maximized conference content, distinguished speakers
· Material removed from the original version will be composed into related patterns
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