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Abstract: Niche conferences are generally small in numbers and conference fees are also lower than for larger conferences.  These challenges when combined with the desire to conduct a high-quality conference are the subject of this pattern language. The conference should have a vision that defines the purpose and establishes the criteria for selecting speakers and themes.  Speakers are informed of the nature of the funding and sponsorship and become a part of the foundation for the conference by their presence.  In turn, they help create a forum for the exchange of new ideas and “not just another conference.”
Introduction

For over five years, I have had the good fortune to be a member of the planning committee for a niche conference.  This collection of patterns is about the essential elements that are required by the planners of smaller conferences; namely, conference planning and committee creation.  My experience indicates that building a strong committee using a good process is important to consistently creating a great event.

This pattern language will become a tutorial for new committee members and other volunteers in the local computer society who also create similar events on different themes.  Initial positive feedback from other conference organizers regarding this language suggests that there is a need for documenting this knowledge. I ask that users of the patterns in this language will also contribute to its improvement. Kindly send any comments to me at cecilia.haskins@nith.no. 

Niche Conference

What is meant by a niche conference? The Merriam-Webster online dictionary contains the following definition of niche;

2 a: a place, employment, status, or activity for which a person or thing is best fitted … d: a specialized market.

This pattern language has been written to recommend techniques and solutions that are especially suited to organizing committees with the following attributes:

· Volunteers – not paid in any currency other than appreciation and the chance to attend the conference at no charge;

· Small committee size – which in turn limits the ambitions reached by the event, i.e., the conference is not designed to attract over 500 people or last more than 3 days;
· Professionals – which means that the primary expertise of members is in the field of the conference and no one in the committee is an expert at running events;
· Small budgets – which means there is very little money to spend for extras.

Due to the small number of participants and relatively intimate environment, a niche conference shares some of the characteristics of a writer’s workshop, especially the need to create an atmosphere of trust and goodwill.

Discussion of the value of patterns 
Anecdotal evidence exists that suggests that patterns are valuable for learning and sharing knowledge. Patterns also exist as a form of literature, hence the application of writers’ workshops.  And finally, patterns are an integral part of the search for QWAN (quality without a name).  As I write these patterns I struggle with the question “Can a conference achieve QWAN, and if so, how will we know?” 
A conference can be considered to have QWAN if participants return in subsequent years and if the conference committee is satisfied with the results of their efforts.  Jim Coplien writes that QWAN describes the ability of our systems to support and be a part of our lives and that quality is what happens when the forces in the system are resolved. 1 
Can a pattern language about how some committees have managed to make a fun and technically significant conference be applied to other conferences with different people and technical goals? If, as Gabriel discusses, everything is the end result of its growth, its history of creation, then how should the pattern language be used and understood? 2 
History and background of this language

Historically, this pattern language derives from 5 years of experience creating the rOOts conference.  I am the conference visionary and had disjointed experience creating events before launching rOOts with a small all-volunteer committee.  
The story of rOOts begins in Oslo in 1998 when Alistair Cockburn constructed a one day event of brief lectures followed by a panel debate between the distinguished speakers on the subject of OO techniques. This format was adopted for the opening day of the rOOts conference and has remained basically unchanged over the 5 year history.  A committee was formed shortly thereafter in Bergen and the first conference, a two day event, occurred in 2000 with a social connection to a local Blues and Roots Festival.  
The committee members held a retrospective after the first rOOts conference.  Jim Coplien helped the committee articulate a purpose for the conference resulting in the current formula with tracks for both technical and leadership participants.  Martin Fowler gave us many helpful tips on what worked best from his perspective as a speaker, and advised the committee not to grow the conference into the thousands of participants, as was the then-current plan. As a result, rOOts invited speakers have shaped much of the evolving vision that motivates this conference.  The planning committee concluded that the number of participants and the variety of themes should remain small.  This was an important decision because with the general topic of “object orientation” there is a great temptation to incorporate diverse themes. 

The committee confirmed its original intention of creating a forum for discussion and debate. They updated the concept to include both managers and practitioners.  In effect, the target audience mirrors the committee – to attract groups of people who work together and need to create effective teams.  Our topic areas range from software development methodologies to programming languages. But the committee resists any temptation to compete with larger or well-established events such as OOPSLA (a source of great inspiration), PLoPs or Agile Alliance conferences by narrowing the focus of the program. 

Each year the program is designed with the help of prior years’ feedback, to attract this very unique audience.  Even when an organization is only able to send one or two team members, we are aware that the learning is taken back and shared, much as bees to a hive.  For this reason, I believe that the pattern language presented here is best set in the context of niche conferences.  Should evidence to the contrary emerge, the subtitle will be changed.  Of course, organizing committees for larger, well-funded events are welcome to use these patterns.
The rOOts conference has the structure shown in Figure 1, which has evolved significantly with the feedback from attendees. Note that the committee has placed great emphasis on maximizing interaction time for participants and speakers (italicised). 
	Day One




Registration



Opening welcome 

                       Opening Keynote



Morning pause



2 speakers




Lunch



2-3 speakers



Afternoon pause




Panel 



BOF



Conference dinner
	Day Two



Tutorials with recommended pauses in morning, afternoon and lunch
Day Three



Workshops



Morning pause



Plenary experience reports                                   

                        With pause for lunch


Afternoon pause



Closing Keynote



Lottery and networking

	Figure 1 – Program Structure for rOOts conference


The essence of the year-long planning process is summarized as follows.  The organizing committee begins by creating a wish list of persons they would want to hear during the conference. From this, and feedback from prior years, the theme of the conference is determined. Invited speakers are asked to suggest what presentations or tutorials they would most like to deliver.  Individual members of the committee volunteer to take the role of personal host for a speaker and coordinate their contributions to the program. Speakers are encouraged to be approachable to the small audience during lunch and conference social events.  A unique gift is presented to each speaker as thanks and a memento of the occasion.  

In the aforementioned essay Gabriel goes on to describe the Alexander project in Mexicali and critical success factors for the project.  They are paraphrased here with my comments regarding how each factor is addressed by the rOOts organizing committee.

a. Person in charge – as visionary, I served as chair the first year and again in 2004.  As with all roles, the role of chair has rotated among the committee members. This has ensured that the vision has been internalized by all the volunteers who create the annual event, that responsibility is shared, and made contributions risk-free and less stressful.
b. Proximity to community – every member of the organizing committee is a person who would otherwise attend the conference. This ensures that the themes, speakers and topics selected are of interest to potential attendees. When considering the addition of new members to the committee, we consider which audience demographic a new member might help us address. For this reason two of our committee members are not co-located in Bergen.
c. Planning and structure of the event – the conference structure evolved from a very successful event and has continued to evolve primarily based on feedback from attendees. Otherwise, the event is relatively unstructured (long pauses, BOFs), allowing participants to create a more personalized experience. 

d. Individual sessions – once the speaker list is defined, the speakers themselves determine the content of the conference by their suggestions for talks and workshops. By getting the right mix of speakers, the overall program falls into place.

e. Standard components versus standard process – as indicated in d. above, the process is standardized from year to year, but the content (or components) are variable based on the contributions of the participants, both speakers and attendees.
f. Cost control – the committee has great autonomy and no stress to make a profit, although great losses are not sustainable.  Once a price per participant has been determined, the committee monitors registration and adds or subtracts small items right up to the final weeks.

g. What is day-to-day life like during the construction of the conference? – The rOOts organizing committee has grown into a tight-knit community that shares the common goal and has fun together.  Meetings are infused with the sort of humour one finds among siblings and good friends.  Every opportunity for collective meals or events is taken.  When a problem arises, each member looks seriously at what contributions they can make for resolution without the attitude “that’s not my concern.” The committee currently exhibits many of the documented attributes of effective teams.

With this in mind, the rOOts conference appears to be a good experience base from which to perpetrate a pattern language. 

Summary of the Language

This language is organized into four sections entitled Vision and Process, Atmosphere, Roles and Customs.  A successful conference exhibits the characteristics of meeting the expectations of both the committee and the participants.  The patterns in the Vision and Process section identify the importance of identifying the core values of a conference and the process for creating the conference.  The other pattern areas serve to reinforce this core.

Vision and Process
The rOOts conference vision is to provide a forum for the discussion of new ideas and trends in OO development and to foster a spirit of team learning – TOGETHER.

1. Marketplace of new ideas –presents the use of panel format (P04)
2. News from the front –explains the use of experience reports (P04)
3. Bees to the Hive – program contains something to take back to the office and use tomorrow; a primary goal of the event (VP04)
4. Personal connection – people make the conference   (P04)
5. program variety – importance of diversity (VP04)
6. The process – importance of how the conference is created

Atmosphere

Establish a setting for the conference that is comfortable, intimate, and conducive to formal and informal dialogues. The technical aspects of the physical facilities should be perfect such that they do not distract the participants from their primary objectives.
7. Comfortable beds – importance of facilities, both hotel and conference
8. Coffee all day long – importance of hospitality overall
9. First night on the town – importance of becoming acquainted

10. Noisy break time – the importance of beginning and ending conversations and carrying conversations over between events (VP04)
11. Safe environment – the importance of mutual respect in the exchange of ideas (VP04)
Roles

Leadership and participation are important to a successful symposium.

12. Motivated committee – excellent committees make excellent events (P04)
13. Competent committee Leader – importance of leadership in the organizing committee (VP04)

14. Strong Supporting Staff – importance of the facilities professionals (P04)

15. Distinguished speakers – importance of the speakers invited
16. Personal Host – the importance of nurturing invited speakers 

17. Engaged participants – importance of keeping participants interested
18. Invaluable sponsors – this importance of augmented financial support

Customs

Repetition of certain formulas re-enforces the comfort level for returning participants and speakers and creates a format for “continuing” dialogues between and within each conference event.

19. Feedback form – importance of asking for and using feedback
20. Orderly Registration – importance first impressions
21. Return of participants – the importance of having some of the same attendees returning for an annual conference

22. Something to remember us by - gift selection for speakers, lottery
23. Environmentally-conscious – paper free and recycling, proceedings on CD-rom 
24. Year-round website – creating a source for continuous communication and reference material from the current and past conferences
Related patterns

Greedy Conference, suggested by Heien of Pharo Islands.  This anit-pattern reinforces the value of non-monetary benefits.
Identify the Champion by Oscar Nierstrasz, 1999.
A Pattern Language for Writers' Workshops, James O. Coplien, 1997.
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