“Not just another conference” – Patterns for conducting a successful niche conference
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News from the Front
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When creating a technical program, the planning committee needs to consider how best to help the participants integrate new material from the speakers and reinforce the learning experience.  Famous speakers create a barrier to learning because their objectivity is questioned by the sceptical audience. 
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Conference attendees do not fully believe what they hear from the podium, especially if the speaker is a well-know author or consultant with something to sell.  
Ironically, participants want to hear from top authors and consultants while at the same time doubting that the message is something that applies to their work situation. The information from famous speakers can be tainted by the fact that they have books and services to sell. Even when the best speakers include many real world examples in their presentations, they may fail to convince their audience of the full value of their message. 
A report delivered by a credible speaker who holds a peer status with their audience often carries more value and can be perceived as validating information received from sources that are more famous. Other participants are perceived as being more credible to the extent that they are not selling anything and merely sharing experiences to which the audience can relate.
After listening to presentations from well-known speakers participants are ready to think about how they should use what they learned. Listening to a peer describe how they have used techniques to solve their own problems helps participants integrate new material from the conference. Concrete examples of how to apply a technique reinforce learning.  The fact that the experience is shared by a person the participant can regard as a peer lowers the threshold of scepticism and resistance to new ideas.  Hence, the conference becomes a more effective learning environment.
Therefore:

Balance the program between famous and non-famous people.  The latter, as peers of the participants, present results from the work they are doing in experience reports.  
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This pattern joins others in reinforcing the importance of communications among the participants as proposed in Noisy Break Time.  When possible, experience reports should reinforce the conference theme and demonstrate a concrete use of material presented by other speakers. Just as news reported by a person co-located with the news event has more credibility, so do experience reports constitute the conference equivalent of news from the front. This pattern should be related to patterns about how to find, invite and schedule experience reports. Note also that the source of the experience may be industry, research, or academic, but the speaker is invited by the committee and the resulting presentation is not considered a formal peer-reviewed product.
Acknowledgement: Victor Vasnetsov. News from the Front. 1878. Oil on canvas. The Tretyakov Gallery, Moscow, Russia.
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