“Not just another conference” – Patterns for conducting a successful niche conference
PLoP 2004 

Motivated Committee
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Planning committee for rOOts 2002, picture taken by T. Fossnes
Many niche conferences are planned by volunteers of sponsoring organizations, such as computer societies.  Such volunteers are not paid in monetary currencies and often execute planning activities alongside a full-time job.
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A niche conference planning committee requires the concerted efforts of all members to achieve their desired results. Conference planning spans up to a year, which is a long time for volunteers to remain interested and motivated.
Volunteers have many priorities in their everyday lives such as family, work and personal time. They must be strongly motivated to participate in activities that occur outside working hours. 
When a committee forms, the members should take the time to know each other and agree on their mutual objectives.  One of the first tasks is to evaluate realistically the amount of work to be done and to identify the interests and abilities of each individual committee member. If there are too few volunteers a committee can quickly burn out. 
Each committee member has the option to commit to the activities, results and level of effort s/he can contribute.  This includes the option to be a backup support for another member.  It is important that each member feels that s/he is making a meaningful contribution to the end result and that the efforts are appreciated by the entire committee. Since each member selects the tasks no one is pressured to do work they find uninteresting. 
Over a long planning period volunteers may become demoralized and drop out. Individuals are initially motivated to remain active as they see the steady progression of early results, for example confirmed speakers and the forming of a draft program. During the later and more hectic phases, they are motivated by the opportunity to participate in an event that they created.

Every member accepts one or more roles that define the nature of their commitments.

The role of committee chair is especially critical (see Competent Committee Leader).

A committee that works together over extended periods of time should deliberately encourage members to accept new roles and learn new skills with the support of the experienced members. This enhances motivation by avoiding a boredom factor.  Speaker hosts tend to continue to host the same person if they are re-invited since a personal relationship is critical to that role (see Personal Host).

As individuals accept responsibility and meet their commitments trust grows in a committee.  This trust leads the members to feel a strong personal obligation to deliver the promised results. Most volunteers accept responsibilities in good faith.  A group of people can usually determine if one member is taking on too much responsibility.   Failure of a committee member to deliver promised results may jeopardize the conference.  The schedule should always contain enough slack such that, in the event of unexpected personal obligations, another member can step in to complete a task without creating undue stress. When an unanticipated challenge appears, such as the cancellation by a speaker, other members step in and make suggestions that help to resolve the issue.

The literature is filled with cautionary advice about team building and project management.   A volunteer planning committee is generally the model of a self-selected team. It is also helpful if the members have personalities that blend well in group settings.  The committee engages in honest and open communications to prevent avoidable failures. A healthy, motivated committee exhibits the characteristics of a well-functioning team such as mutual respect, a common language from shared experience and they smile a lot when together.

Therefore:

A successful conference is created by a motivated committee.    

This simple pattern is a critical success factor for a successful niche conference.  The quality of the committee often determines the quality of the conference and the atmosphere of the event mirrors the working environment of the committee.  
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Suggestions for motivation and team building techniques are available in the project management and organizational literature. Well defined and executed roles – see Competent Committee Leader– are important planning tools. The opportunity to work personally with a distinguished speaker may serve as a motivation for some committee members – see Personal Host.  Removing some of the stress related to facilities and hospitality also contribute to the success of this pattern – see Strong Supporting Staff.
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