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(ABSTRACT)

Individuals have personal and occupational needs that are satisfied to some degree
by attending professional meetings. The primary purpose of this study was to identify
the attributes of professional society meetings that have value for attendees. Three
meeting attributes were identified from a review of the literature: education, networking
and leadership. The second purpose was to explain why individuals preferred certain
meeting attributes. Career theories were used to provide an explanatory schema for

interpreting individual differences.

The findings of this study support four meeting attributes; the three hypothesized--
education, networking and leadership, plus a fourth, named professional savvy. Based
on the means education was the most frequently recognized attribute, networking the
second, professional savvy was third, and leadership the least recognized. Career
stages were shown to predict the attribute that would be valued most highly by an
individual attendee. The three career stages and respective survey items shown to

it be significant were (1) biological or life-span theories represented by the survey item



age; (2) social class theories represented by salary, and (3) transition-based theories
represented by the number of years a person has been in their profession, the number
of years with the current employer and the individuals perception of changes in their job

responsibilities.

The data show that education is the most important attribute to three fourths of the
sample and for these individuals career stages are normally distributed. For those who
prefer leadership, savvy and networking more descriptive profiles can be drawn from the

career stage variables.

The results of this study are particularly useful to individuals who plan meetings. The
data show that meeting organizers and planners can identify critical items that link the
individuals to a particular career stage, and because meeting attributes are linked to
career stages, programs can be designed to provide the selected or range of attributes

depending on the particular make-up of the audience.



The Secret Sits

We dance around in a ring and suppose,

But the Secret sits in the middle and knows.

Robert Frost, A Withess Tree
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

At first glance, it would seem that meetings are one of the most well-
understood phenomenon in American society; they are certainly one of the
most common events. . . .we really know very little about them. | argue
that this is because meetings are so basic and pervasive a part of social
life, and so prevalent as well as ordinary in American society, that their
significance as a gathering in these settings has not been recognized. For
these same reasons they have been overlooked by researchers.

Helen B. Schwartzman

The Meeting
(1989:48-49)

JUSTIFICATION FOR THE STUDY

Since the mid-1970’s through the 1980’s there has been an increasing awareness of
and growth in professional association meetings and conventions, hereafter referred to
as association or professional meetings, or meetings. Association meeting attendance
experienced dramatic growth particularly between 1981 and 1989. According to a

biennial report published by Meetings and Conventions (Duarte, 1992), in 1981

attendance at association meetings was 22.5 million; by 1989 attendance had grown to
35.3 million, a 58% increase. An initial decline (11%) in 1987 was followed by record
breaking growth and the 1992 report {1991 data), again shows a decline of 14% to 31.2

million attendees.

This data demonstrates that professional meetings and conventions are a recognized
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professional activity which has attracted a significant participation level over a sustained
period of time. Despite the prevalence of this activity, no major studies have investigated
the importance of this activity from the perspective of the attendee. Where references
do exist, (1) they rarely are of an empirical nature; (2) they are often limited to a few
sentences or paragraphs obscured by the primary subject; and, (3) when the emphasis
is on meetings, the functions are not in the context of the current study. For example,
studies may focus on attributes valued by the meeting planner (tasks) or the employers

(organizations) rather than attributes valued by attendees (individuals).

Anthropologists, psychologists, sociologists, political scientists, business
administrators, meeting planners, trainers and others illustrate three general orientations
that have been taken toward meetings: (1) academic approaches that view meetings as
tools for research; (2) management approaches that view meetings as tools for
management; and (3) meeting planning and training approaches that view meetings from
structural and functional perspectives. Schwartzman (1989) proposed that for academic
researchers, meetings are such a routine and ordinary part of life that their existence has
been taken for granted. Because of this the participant’s role has been subordinated to
the event. Meetings were used as "tools" for studying conflict, power, communications,
and numerous other topics of traditional research interest. A particular example is the
small-group field, which according to a review by Zander (1979), used meetings as the
contextual situation for studying power, leadership and networking. Blau and Scott
(1962) used meetings as the setting for studying status and interaction; Levit and

Benjamin (1976) used a meeting between Jews and Arabs to study conflict resolution;
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and others have used meetings as the environment for studying how decisions are made
(Schwartzman, 1989:50). Haru Yamada (1991) used meetings to contrast talk and
conversation strategies at Japanese and American business meetings. Interestingly, it
was shown that because of cultural emphasis on community and non-confrontational
interaction, the Japanese meetings appeared to have a more casual, personal style than
US meetings. Another researcher, Yuriko Suzuli (1986) used meetings to study status
by observing seat taking over a period of 15 meetings. Another researcher studied the
social class of people attending environmental meetings (Lipiansky, 1987). David Horton
Smith (1986) used the number of meetings held by an association as a variable in

distinguishing between average and outstanding organizations.

While academic researchers used meetings as tools for studying social and cultural -
phenomena, managers used meetings as tools for communicating, for gaining support,
for decision making, for controlling, for assessing staff positions and relationships, for

understanding and correcting problems, and for a host of other management concerns.

Mintzberg (1973:43) suggested that meetings have three purposes for managers:
ceremony, strategy-making, and negotiation. He counselled that it is often the
information the manager learns from the pre- talk and post-talk that are the most useful.
Dalton (1959) in Men Who Manage, reported that meetings are used to "close the gap
between formal and informal activities" and to "settle issues without having to make
written statements." Dalton has probably done the best job of capturing meetings as

tools.



Right down to the hierarchy one finds meetings a stage for exploratory skirmishes,
for making authoritative hints to those moving too far in some direction; for study
of faces and inflection; for catching slips and checking on pre-meeting tips, etc.
The formal meeting is a gallery of fronts where aimless, deviant, and central
currents of action merge for the moment, perfunctorily for some, emotionally for
others. All depart with new knowledge to pursue variously altered, but rarely the
agreed course.

Melvin Dalton, Men Who Manage (1959:227)

In contrast, the focus in the trade literature is on meetings as task-based, or a
logistical planning process that requires special skills such as selecting a site,
negotiating contracts with service providers such as hotels, and marketing the meeting
to potential attendees. Industry studies, most notably those conducted by professional
associations and trade magazines related to this field, focus on attributes valued by the
meeting planner (not the attendee) and how suppliers (i.e., hotels, airlines, audiovisual
companies) may better provide these product and service-based attributes. Trainers, in
contrast, give more attention to group dynamics, learning styles, and learning

environments.

In each of these theoretical and practical applications, the attendee’s perspective is
absent. This is not an uncommon -omission in research; in fact, throughout muilti-
disciplinary reviews of the literature the interests and perceptions of actors (participants

in the phenomenon under study) are generally ignored (Weber 1947; Weiner 1976;

4



Marks 1988; Schwartzman 1989). Without a focus on the individual, none of these
groups has been in a position to contribute significantly to understanding the *processes,
knowledge, stages, and meaning of meetings in specific contexts" (Schwartzman
1989:8). The intent of this study was to address the attendees’ perspectives to ascertain

which activities are important to them.

A core assumption of this study was that individuals who attend professional society
meetings perceive that these meetings have value, both personally and occupationally.
This value corresponds to the degree of importance that the individual would assign to
different attributes of the meeting. According to Trice et al (1969:47) the education or
learning component of a meeting is the most apparent and often only implicit value.
This was vividly demonstrated in a marketing piece promoting the annual meeting of
human resources professions. The headline was "66 information-packed sessions---
presented by leaders in training, human resources, total quality and customer
service"(Anom. marketing brochure, 1993). The American Society of Association
Executives (Bowers, 1990) reported that professional meetings are the primary source

of education for adults after they complete their formal schooling.

Professional meetings are also suggested to provide an environment for enacting
social transactions, networking. The existence of networking attributes are supported
by Schwartzman (1989:7), who described meetings as social systems that encourage
a focused type of interaction among individuals who have a common frame of reference.

Chen and Rossi (1980) have referenced these attributes as "participant-interaction effects
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where friendships are developed and feelings of alienation are reduced." Numerous
types of exchanges occur with benefits that are proposed to extend well beyond the
period of the encounter. In this context, the expanded view of meetings emerged: a
forum where ideas are exchanged, problems are solved, collective concerns are given
a platform, business is conducted, jobs are found, friends are made, and profits may be

gained.

Leadership is linked to a number of cultural activities that are ceremonial and include
sociological concepts such as rites of passage. Leadership is the preferred term in that
the individual attains benefits that are symbolic of success such as professionalism,
integrity, respect among colleagues. Such attributes may emerge from a range of
activities such as mentoring younger members of the profession, serving on committees

or in other positions of responsibility, or participating in setting industry standards.

Meetings vary in the degree to which they offer these attributes (education,
networking, leadership) and attendees vary in the degree to which the attributes are
perceived as important. In this study, career theories were hypothesized to provide an
explanatory schema for interpreting individual differences. For example, as individuals
mature in their careers, making transitions from one stage to the next, the importance

placed on personal and occupational attributes is expected to change.

Hall 1976) contended that an individual does not automatically grow into the next

stage, but that one must "intentionally" re-establish one’s self in each new stage.



The activities one perceives as needed during one stage will probably not be important
in the next stage. For example, Hall (1976:90) identified two types of needs (task and
socio-emotional) that change with the career stage. In the early career stage, “task*
needs are to develop skills, to develop a specialty and to demonstrate creativity; "socio-
emotional" needs are for support, autonomy and dealing with feelings of rivalry and
competition. Mid-career "task" needs are of a more conceptual nature: integrating
pockets of knowledge, updating information and gaining new skills in areas such as

training and coaching; "socio-emotional" needs are for recognition and esteem.

The notion of stages allows a typology of needs to be established that effectively
serves as a checklist for planners of meetings to assure that the range of attendee needs
is met. Failure to recognize these changes assumes a static environment and minimizes
the meeting planners’ capacity for anticipating and responding to the organic needs of

attendees.

THE PROBLEM

Because we do not have reliable information on the motives of attendees, meetings
cannot, with any confidence, be improved. Improving meetings can only serve to
increase the quality of available options for attendees. Satisfied attendees will support
their professional associations and provide important revenues to the local and general

economy.



A problem that was anticipated to emerge in this study goes to the heart of this
issue. Are meetings, as Schwartzman (1989:49) said, so routinized that even the

individuals who attend them do not recognize their own motives?

When the range of attributes of association meetings are not understood, it is difficult
for individuals and employers to assess the merits of professional conferences. The
evaluation process, by default, begins and ends with a cursory review of the educational
program. This process assumes that educational programs are the only measure of
value. Yet as a professional meeting planner for over 20 years and author of the AMA

Guide for Meeting and Event Planners (Price, 1989), my experiences with attendees do

not support the assumption that education is the encompassing motive.

THE PURPOSE OF THE STUDY

A purpose of this study was to investigate the degree to which attributes inherent in
meetings are important to individuals’ decisions to attend a professional association

meeting. The research questions were:

(1) What are the attributes attendees perceive as important when deciding to

attend a professional society annual meeting?

(2) Is there a predictable pattern in the perceived importance of attributes that

is related to career stages?



SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY

Schwartzman (1989:7 in McDermott and Roth 1978:323) reminded us that "the study
of ordinary behavior [such as individuals attending meetings] can reveal much about the
machinery for the workings of social structures. It is this approach that facilitates the
critical examination of meetings as ordinary behavior with extraordinary significance."
This study is expected to contribute to the understanding of meetings, specifically how
professional and trade association meetings are constructed in the mind of the
participants. This research should also provide a benchmark for future theoretical

studies of this social phenomenon.

By scientifically identifying the meeting attributes of importance to attendees and
understanding how these ratings vary over the stages of one’s career, meeting planners
will have a broader knowledge base for designing programs, for developing marketing
strategies, and for responding to changes in the demographics of the workforce. This
will lead to better designed meetings, better attended meetings, and growth in the

industry.

SUMMARY OF THE CHAPTER

This chapter introduced the research topic by discussing three areas of importance

to this study: the lack of empirical study on why individuals participate in professional
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meetings; an expanded concept of meetings as environments for enacting social
transactions; and meetings as organic formations that are constantly evolving to meet
the changing needs of attendees as they move through career stages. The two primary
research questions that have been identified provide the focus for the remainder of this
study. The results of this study will be a first step in understanding the attendee and the
broader contribution of meetings to a professional’'s development. This, in turn, will
allow meeting sponsors and planners to design meetings that more effectively serve the

needs of their audiences.
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CHAPTER TWO

LITERATURE REVIEW

MEETINGS AND CONVENTIONS

The literature review is directed to two primary bodies of literature: meetings and
career stage theories. Meetings, in the contextual situation of this study have not been
empirically studied. The literature for meetings in any context is limited; therefore, to
establish a body of literature for future research, the general literature on this topic is
presented. The career literature is more comprehensive although the theoretical and
empirical studies have not been linked to meetings. This study represents a new area

of research.

An initial problem in any research is to define the phenomenon under study. A
primary resource for this study has been Helen B. Schwartzman, an anthropologist at
Northwestern University and author of The Meeting, the single research study addressing
meetings as social systems. She broadly defined meetings as "communicative events
involving three or more people who agree to assemble for a purpose ostensibly related
to the functioning of an organization or group" (1989:61). Similarly, Goffman (1961:7)
described meetings as a specific type of focused interaction. From an organizational
perspective, Mintzberg (1973:41) defined a meeting as a communication medium "to
deliver status and action requests and to transfer information." Practitioners, particularly

because of their affiliation with formal professional meetings, introduced a strong
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educational component into their definitions. Hildreth (1990: 1) defined professional
meetings as "the communication of intellectual and emotional stimuli to two or more
people in a manner designed to secure the accomplishment of the peoples’ common
purpose." He further defines common purpose as " . . . to learn something; to influence
each other, to be entertained, or to solve a problem through communication.” Hildreth’s
minimum criteria was two people and a common purpose. Howard Y. McClusky, a
professor at the University of Michigan and an adult educator, described a meeting as
“a planned, orderly series of educative experiences designed to achieve an educational
objective" (Meuller, 1982:4). Meuller (1982:4) listed an expanded scope of purposes--
“learning new skills, updating presently held skills, improving or increasing knowledge,
sharing information, making public the results of research, meeting constitutional
requirements, holding the ‘annual meeting’, spending money before the end of the fiscal
year, and providing an arena for ‘social interaction’." Nichols (1989:xvii) combined the
social and educational paradigms describing meetings as "social processes

demonstrated by mankind'’s need to leamn and to share experiences, opinions, expertise."

CLASSIFICATION SCHEMES FOR MEETINGS: A TYPOLOGY

Mintzberg (1973:41) proposed a beginning of a typology by identifying two basic
types of face-to-face meetings: unscheduled and scheduled. Scheduled meetings
included student study groups, committee meetings, staff meetings and professional
society meetings. Schwartzman extended this model by suggesting that all meetings
share the same characteristics "along a series of continua--time, formality and

representation" (1989:62) (Table 2.1).
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Table 2.1: Schwartzman’s Basic Classification of Meetings

Unscheduled Scheduled
Meetings Meetings

Time No set time Set time

Formality Low High

Representation Not formally responsible to Formally responsible or
another group sovereign

(Schwartzman 1989:63)

Time refers to advance notice of the meeting; formality refers to the degree of control
(scheduling and regulation) of “talk" that occurs during the meeting; and representation
refers to the formality of the meeting and the obligation of the parties to do something
further with the information exchanged. Within this context, one extreme of the

continuum is informal meetings and at the other extreme, formal.

A further discriminating feature is suggested to be the origin of the meeting, either
within the organization or external to the organization. Schwartzman'’s study does not
differentiate between internal meetings and external meetings although examples of both
types are referenced. Categorizing meetings by their origin is common in the meeting

planning literature. For example, Successful Meetings, Meetings & Conventions and

Convene, all major trade publications, collect and report data in two broad categories:
corporate meetings (internally sponsored) and association and/or professional society
meetings (externally sponsored). Corporate meetings are further classified into four
subcategories: (1) sales, (2) management, (3) training, and, (4) incentive travel.

Association, or professional society, meetings are sub-categorized into two groups: (1)

13



conventions or annual meetings and trade shows, and (2) professional/technical

seminars.

PROFESSIONAL ASSOCIATION MEETINGS: THE MOST FORMAL TYPE OF MEETING

Professional association meetings, the contextual setting for this study, are given as
an example of the most formal type of meeting where "talk is almost always scheduled
and controlled, and structured in a lecture mode" (Schwartzman 1989:64). This raised
one of the underlying premises of this study which is that both types of meetings occur
during formal association meetings: the formal, scheduled and controlled part of the
program (education program) offers manifest benefits while the informal exchanges

(social program) serve as information networks both during and after the meeting.

CATEGORIES OF ATTRIBUTES

From these diverse sources and un-scientific longitudinal observations (twenty years
of planning an average of twenty meetings per year for several professional
associations), three general categories of attributes have emerged: (1) education, (2)
networking or social attributes (also called socio-emotional), and (3) leadership

attributes.
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Education Attributes:

According to the American Society for Association Executives, (1990), education is
the chief benefit of association membership. A study conducted by the Hudson Institute
for ASAE (1990) reported that over 90% of the associations offer formal education
programs in the form of refresher courééé, executiQe education, and training workshops.
These programs were reported to "enable professionals and people in industry to keep
up with and use developments in their work * (Bowers, (ed.), 1990:40). In addition to
profession-based technical topics, associations offer educational programs on leadership
and management skills which include supervision, employee recognition, leadership,

personnel, and financial management (Bowers, 1990:41).

Despite the emphasis on member education, some researchers have not found this
to be the primary benefit when studying attendees and trainees. Belasco and Trice
(19694, b), using three control groups and an experimental group, randomly sampled,
found the “technical outcomes of training on newly recruited managerial trainees were
relatively unimportant, but the ‘side effects’, the unanticipated outcomes were significant.
In a qualitative field study of the same phenomenon, Trice, Belasco and Alutto (1969:47)
found that while training did not consistently achieve the explicit goals, it did prepare
new recruits to be effective. This occurred regardless of the "relative ineptitude of the

content of the training."
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Networking Aftributes:

Within any meeting there are scheduled activities that encourage informal social
interaction from trade shows to a variety of types of food and beverage events and
recreational activities such as golf. Studies by Burns (1954) and Thomason (1966, 1967)
provided evidence that “cliques of peers" develop that constitute specialized centers of
information. Mintzberg maintained that the intensity and complexity of these non-line
relationships are a primary characteristic of professional work and that they serve an
important function as sources of information (Mintzberg, 1973:47). With nurturing and
repeated encounters, these contacts provide up-to-date information on industry events,
the competition, and the status of government actions, as well as unsolicited information
on products, services, advertisements, employees, new business opportunities. As a
boundary spanning activity they were useful over longer periods of time primarily
because of the face-to-face nature of their relationship (Trice, Belasco and Alutto
(1969:47). Rosenthal and Mezoff (1 980:105)‘ found that off-site locations for training

sessions maximized the opportunity to develop bonds among attendees.

Leadership Attributes:

In the leadership context, Schwartzman described meetings as "sense makers" and
socio-cultural "validators" (Schwartzman, 1989:8). She contended that meetings are
"exotic" social systems that are often the place where ideals such as equality of status

between and among professionals are established; cultural issues such as ethics are
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made visible; power is displayed by who is included and who is not, who speaks and

who listens.

Trice and Roman (1973:11) suggested that the ceremonial (leadership) function alone

gives meetings significant value.

It could easily be that no results are achieved on the formal, technical
goals yet the indication of ceremonial results could justify the entire effort,
i.e., if persons think of themselves as supervisors and are defined by
others as such, they may act more effectively than if this were not the
case. In short, “ceremonial payoffs" should always be looked for
regardless of what other approaches might be used.

Trice and Roman (1973:11)

Similarly, Rosenthal and Mezoff (1980:105) observed that the ceremonial effects of

training represent a more potent change agent than the intended effects of training.

CAREER THEORIES

Career stages are hypothesized to provide an explanatory schema for understanding
why attendees place different levels of importance on the attributes of professional
meetings. The concept of the career stages was derived from the biological life cycle
which suggests change and development over time. Central to the concept is (1) the
individual, (2) an institutional component related to work within or for organizations

and/or occupations, and (3) an evolving time element that has been studied as both
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