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educational courses and I work with each of these departments 

throughout the planning process to implementation of each program. 

Example: everything from strategic meetings for directors and executive 

officers, to spokesperson training, [and] educational programs which are 

one and two day; presently [there are] about 120-130 on next year’s 

calendar already. Two statewide five- to six-day business meetings. Two 

three-day meetings for one division, two-day meeting for the other 

division. We also do a tri-state convention. I work with planners from other 

states to pull that off. Until two years ago, that had an attendance of about 

11,000. With the economy, that’s dropped basically in half. But from 

planning through implementation those are each of the things I have my 

hands in right now. 

-- I am an association planner for a golf association. Primarily my role is 

our annual tournament, 500 attendees over the course of 4 days. I also 

do committee and board meetings at the headquarters and assist in the 

annual convention, a 17,000 attendee, city-wide trade show and 

education conference. 

 From the group of Directors, here are two examples: First Doris explains, and 

then Faye. They say: 

-- I work for a non-profit state association. I’ve been in the meeting 

planning industry since 1990 so, a little over 20 years. I’ve been with my 

current association for almost 13 years. We do two main conferences a 

year, one in the summer with about 900 and our annual averages about 

3,000. [In] our summer [one] we have about six breakouts, concurrently 

every hour for two days with exhibits. Annual is on a larger scale with 15-

20 concurrent breakouts for [a] two-and-a-half day period with exhibits; 
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this is where the business for our association is handled. We only have 

six employees so I am the meeting planning department. Logistics, 

contract negotiations, site tour, AV, transportation, speakers, food & 

beverage and all of the responsibilities that go along with that. And we do 

have an exhibits manager which I work closely with as well. 

-- I answer this based on a 12-year length of service with a trade 

association. I’m in a third party planning company now with association, 

not-for-profit clients. I was there for 12 years in the trade association, 

hired for their annual convention and trade show which made the 

association operate in the black, the one month of the year we had it, and 

we used that money the other 11 months. [It had] 8,000 people, 350 

exhibiting companies, [an] education platform, [and was a] three day 

event in Boston. 

 From the group of vice presidents, owners, or independent meeting 

planners, the following are two examples of the types of meetings they reported 

that they planned. First Elinor describes her role, followed by Charles. They say:  

-- I run a third party planning company. We do everything from…we 

consider ourselves to be someone’s outsourced, in-house meeting 

management firm. We work from strategic vision, site selection, 

contracting, negotiations, compliance, through to facilities management, 

production elements, logistics, housing, special events, registration, 

marketing plans; we look at all the integrated pieces, manage the 

finances. To a large part I set the budget and am responsible for 

maintaining it. Making sure we have ROI at the end. There are a lot of 

things we focus on. 
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-- My primary role for my clients is assisting with their site selection, 

negotiating the contract with hotel, AV, food & beverage, and so on. My 

clients in terms of association are about half in the continuing medical 

education field and half political organization associations.  

 It is important to remember that only association meeting planners with a CMP or 

CMM or both, who worked on conferences of 250 persons or more were invited to 

participate in this research as subjects. While there were meeting professionals whose 

meetings were only for groups of 250, the majority were meeting professionals working 

on larger projects with substantially more than 250 participants. However, a conference 

for 250, if it includes extra events, committee meetings, education, a trade show and the 

like can be as complex as conferences that serve a much larger group of registrants.  

 Question 3: Name planning elements. The exact question was, “Planning a 

conference requires thinking about many things, let’s call them planning elements. I 

would like us to make a list of all the elements you consider or discuss, assuming your 

goal is to create the best continuing professional adult education conference possible.” 

This was the central and most important question of this questioning route. Elements 

were initially defined in response to this question, but other elements were eventually 

added to the final results from discussions around subsequent questions, described 

sequentially below. Since this research was interested in the total list for analysis, 

elements identified due to this question alone are not as important as the overall list 

developed over all the questions in the questioning route together. The list of total 

elements generated by group is documented, later in this chapter. See the section on 

Findings: Focus Groups Collectively Named 181 elements, which details elements by 

group. 
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 Question 4: Prompts for other elements. The questioning route items that 

follow were primarily designed as prompts to help the group consider elements that they 

had not previously mentioned. The questions were:  

(a) “Would you add any other elements if planning a new conference rather than an 

annual or repeat one?” 

(b) “Sometimes there are planning elements that are especially challenging?” 

(c) “Are there elements that you or your association you are considering adding?” 

(d) “Likewise, are there any planning elements that you used to do that you no longer 

do?” 

 Initially meant to encourage participants to identify new elements that they had 

perhaps not considered in earlier discussion, the answer to these four questions 

provided some unexpected insights into changing practice and will be discussed 

question by question, illuminating patterns, and noting concepts with intensity of 

response. Elements identified in this section are also discussed in the overall list of 

elements and their ratings.   

 Question (a) asked about adding elements if planning a new conference but 

responses also included elements they had recently experienced. The most intense 

discussions were around the research needed to plan a new meeting, not only elements 

previously discussed such as budget, location, content, speakers, and the like, but also 

around what is new in the industry overall. As Andrea explained, “I tend to do a lot of 

research…not just program development, but also finding out what the professional 

associations are saying about things like contract negotiations, or difference processes 

[such as] registration, or different kinds of sponsorship programs.” Elinore added that 

she was interested in, “Staying on top of all the tools and changing technologies.”  An 
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additional aspect of research concerned identifying potential competition and conflicts for 

space in the host city10. 

 Across focus groups another theme emerged, that of making the conference 

unique. Daisy asked, “What would set this conference apart from others, making it new, 

and unique, more valuable,” or, as Elinor said, would make it “look different, feel 

different, and more stimulating.” Other comments included adding webinars for 

engagement, needs of international attendees, adding the right amount of networking 

opportunities, and concern over estimating a room block with no previous history on 

which to base the contract. 

 (b) Challenging items centered around common themes as well. One was 

money; another was engagement of varying groups. There was also considerable 

discussion around the need for contingency planning. 

 Budget had already been identified as a key element and was mentioned many 

times in response to this question. Economic impact, and the simple need to get people 

to register or “fill seats” are related to budget concerns. Fran said it most concisely, “I 

think all industries are feeling [challenged] with the tough economic climate, [with] 

budgets being cut for training and education; the major challenge is getting people to 

attend your conference.”  

 Another theme emerged around the notion of member engagement including the 

challenge of serving differing generations and varied audiences, keeping the program 

fresh, keeping exhibits relevant, and enhancing networking. Insight into the concept 

behind engagement was expressed by Gail, “Our members drive the way we go as 

consumers drive the way corporations react.” In the association arena, it is all about 

engaging the member, and keeping them engaged.  

                                            
10 The example cited was booking their meeting not realizing that the Big 10 were also booked 
city-wide at the same time and had impact on airfare, housing, and other resources. 
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 Crisis management and dealing with emergencies, bad weather, and so on will 

be referred to using the industry term, contingency planning. This was mentioned across 

the majority of individual focus groups with concern that it is not yet routine. Florence 

mentioned a blizzard, Fran had disruptive union issues in the host city, and Ben was 

most eloquent, “…we still haven’t gotten it since 9/11. We… need to understand the key 

elements of what could go wrong. Not necessarily a terrorist attack, but something like a 

wildfire, your keynote has gotten ill and can’t come.” The ratings of this element 

underscore this ambivalence with ratings of one, two, and three among the groups.  

 There were two other challenges mentioned, but each were only mentioned 

once. These were getting good speakers and working on visa issues for international 

attendees.  

 (c) Only two common themes emerged when asked what participants may be 

considering adding (or as they seemed to interpret the question, had recently added), 

and these themes are related to technology. Social media refers to facebook, LinkedIn, 

and other social media programs such as twitter, and the other was adding mobile 

applications, referring to having program agendas on smart phones instead of, or in 

addition to print. Ambivalence among participants was common and Barbara best 

expressed the ambivalence, “The other thing we’re considering adding is the whole 

social media using facebook, and twitter, which I haven’t quite figured out the value of it 

for meetings, but [I am] trying to be open minded.”  

 There were four other comments, but each was mentioned only once in the 

context of adding new elements. These were focusing on inviting special speakers 

[implying name-recognition speakers pertinent to the target audience], including 

charity/corporate social responsibility events, poster sessions, and back to technology, 

live streaming of keynotes.  
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 (d) The list of things that were no longer being done merged into several 

categories: downgrading of exhibit halls, less printing, selecting less expensive venues 

and/or food and beverage, and eliminating technology that is no longer needed. Exhibit 

halls were either eliminated entirely, reduced in size, and one made a rule that 

tchotchkes11 would no longer be permitted.  

 Budget and perception of association budget spending were addressed in a 

variety of ways. These included elimination of formal banquets, sometimes transformed 

into shorter receptions, eliminating entertainment such as a major singer, and 

downgrading bars to only beer and wine. It also included selecting lower rated hotels 

and simply eliminating some social events. In the food & beverage arena, bottled water 

and hot tea were eliminated as cost saving measures as well.  

 There was much less printing of program brochures, programs for use onsite, 

handouts and signage. In many cases these things were still available but on the internet 

or in mobile applications for smart phones. Sometimes this was referred to as going 

green. Focus Group H provided an interesting insight by admitting that the organization 

may also be saving budget costs by not printing, but the cost may be being pushed to 

the attendee. What this meant in discussion is that though handouts were no longer 

printed, they were provided on the conference website. By providing them there, printing 

and the associated cost of paper and ink were essentially transferred to the attendee. 

Heidi referred to this as “A gift from a budget perspective, but from an environmental 

perspective, everyone needs to push toward greening their meetings.”  

                                            
11 Tchotchkes typically refer to small, branded gifts customarily given away at exhibit halls. This 
practice borders on tradition so elimination of it, while it may seem a small change, really 
represents change in time-honored practice. 
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 The other mentioned changes were the elimination of cyber cafés12 and 

concurrently, paying for group internet access at hotels. The need for these things is 

being eliminated as more and more attendees have smart phones and thus their own 

internet access.  

 Overall, budget and spending perceptions and engagement and networking were 

common themes throughout these four probing questions. Another sub-theme was 

enhancing learning and networking: time is valuable. Betty expressed it as, “… we’ve 

noticed that there’s a stronger need for shorter, more frequent, more condensed 

educational sessions and events. People are more likely to come to a two-hour or half-

day to get information, rather than a full-day, two-day, or two-and-a-half-day [face-to-

face meeting]; their time is of the essence. [They] want it quick and cost-effective. So we 

are looking at shorter, more condensed education and [making it] just [as] valuable and 

cost-effective using technology.”  

 Definite patterns emerged from this set of four questions as the comments 

tended to group into themes across the eight focus groups. The elements that were 

mentioned in these prompting questions were added to each group’s total element list 

and addressed in the coding and processing of all elements. However, in and of 

themselves, these questions had the unexpected result that they shed light on changing 

practice. However, since this was the last question asking the group to identify elements, 

the next step was to ask for verification.  

 Question 5: Verify, add, change the list created. The exact item was, “I have 

been taking notes on the elements you have listed. I am going to show them to you on 

the screen now and I would like you to take a minute to look these over. Please let me 

know if you would like to make any changes or additions to the list.” Remember that the 

                                            
12 Computer stations, usually arranged in a group, providing attendees access to internet on a 
first come, first served basis.  
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researcher was capturing the elements each group identified in a spreadsheet as the 

group actually identified them. This list or spreadsheet, originated on the second 

computer screen not yet shared with participants, was then literally shown to all 

participants on the GoToMeeting shared screen. Each group was given adequate time to 

review the list and only in two instances were small wording changes made. However, 

the group was free to create a heading and move items related to it under that heading 

and this was frequently utilized in the next step.  

 Question 6: Rate the importance of the elements. The exact question was, 

“Can we organize these into three categories? Most important, moderately important, or 

least important?” This proved to be somewhat confusing to the group as they had just 

made their list of most important elements. By the seventh group, the transcriptionist 

suggested that this explanation provided to Focus Group G by the researcher was the 

clearest, “We know that everything here is really important. But now I’d like to know how 

important each of these really important things is by rating them 1 to 3. It’s possible to 

say ‘this really is the same as that’ and move items. I’m looking for consensus as much 

as possible though sometimes we won’t come to consensus.” Each group then 

addressed each element they had identified, discussed it further if necessary, and 

provided a rating. Sometimes the group could not come to consensus, so the researcher 

added another rating column for those disputed ratings and the conversation was 

captured in the transcript. Comments disagreeing on ratings were generally caused by 

the fact that for the someone’s organization, that particular element did not apply. One 

example is that some organizations were focused on the provision of CEUs to their 

attendees, and some organizations’ members did not need CEUs at all, thus provoking a 

rating of both one and three.  

 Overall, most element ratings were decided by consensus, or by one focus group 

member suggesting a rating that was not contested. The researcher would check by 
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prompting if this was not clear. The transcript noted things like “all agree” or would note 

the disagreement if there was such. In a number of cases, single elements were moved 

to a sub-position under another element. For instance, Focus Group D moved an original 

element of “where to spend money” into the obvious category of “budget.” A section of 

the transcript is given as an example.  

 Line 345 Moderator: Where to spend the money [element] 
 Line 346 Doris: That’s all under budget 
 Line 347 Danielle and Daisy both agree 
 Line 348 Moderator: moves 
  
It is clearer to address ratings by element later in this chapter when the overall element 

categories had emerged as ratings were useful in determining which elements were 

most important. This section only addressed the rating process, rather than the ratings 

themselves.  

 Question 7: Anything left out? The exact question was, “Thinking about our 

discussion today, is there anything that was left out that you would like to add?” For 

three of the eight groups, time had run out before this question could be asked. 

However, in each instance, participants were invited verbally as well as in a subsequent 

email, to submit by email any elements, thoughts or comments that had not been 

discussed. Thus, all participants had the opportunity to respond to this question.  

 A number of responses were received and the elements identified were included 

in the analysis equally with elements identified during the live discussion. Further, they 

were added to the spreadsheet and annotated by font color to indicate their source was 

a subsequent response. Remember that these elements may have been identified in 

other groups, but had not been so identified in the respondent’s group.  

 Elements that were added include the following: green initiatives, program 

development, logistics, presenter management, target audience, vendor partners as 

collaborators, evaluation post event, research on new ideas, economy and budget 
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positioned as limiting factors, new ideas knocked down by ‘good ol’ boys’ mentality, 

change, research needs for one’s self, and generational challenges on boards of 

directors. An interesting observation generated during these discussions was in Focus 

Group D where it was observed that in the rating of elements, they had only identified 

ones and twos, “Everything we do is very important and it all needs to be done at the 

same time,” explained (Doris). 

 Question 8: Most important. The exact question was, “Of all the things that we 

talked about today, what do you believe was the most important thing that was said 

about planning the most successful CPE conference possible?” Of the eight focus 

groups, we ran out of time during the call to address this question for four of the groups. 

However, the question was asked verbally and participants were invited to submit 

answers by email, and they were reminded of this in email correspondence from the 

researcher as well. Every group had participants respond for a total of 29 participants 

responding (some contributed two topics) or almost a 75% response rate. Most of the 

results fell into three groups and then there were a number of items that only were 

mentioned by one person each. Eleven said goals & objectives, nine identified the target 

audience, their needs and creating value for them, three people said budget, and two 

people identified change itself as the most important element. Single elements named 

included content and delivery, contingency, generational challenges, adhering to mission 

of the organization, and technology. There was one other interesting comment that 

focused on the difference between association and corporate meeting planning. 

Highlighting her most important category, marketing, Faye said, “Corporate planners 

don’t have to worry about the marketing and the value because that is an employment 

dictated thing. It’s more seamless and works nicer…. Time away from work, lodging, 

registration, all this stuff they [association attendees] have to pay for.” The responses to 
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this question were incorporated and support the subsequent compilation of all elements 

into categories in the overall analysis.  

Findings: Focus Groups Collectively Named 181 Elements 

 In this section, elements named by individual focus groups are delineated. The 

words used by participants are reported here.  

Focus group A. This group discussion yielded 21 planning elements which were 

then rated into the following categories: (1) most important, (2) moderately important, 

and (3) least important. Elements are listed according to rating, and then alphabetically 

within each numbered category. Elements with secondary ratings are noted. 

(1) Agreed Most Important (9) 

• Budget 

• Environment for adult learning 

• Goals and objectives of the program 

• Keeping people engaged 

• Marketing 

• Needs analysis 

(1 & 2) There was disagreement as to whether the following should be a 1 or 2 (3) 

• Audience: What they want and delivering to them what they need 

• Program development 

• Venue  

(2) Agreed Moderately Important (10) 

• Attendance (generating it) 

• Food & beverage 

• Networking (breaks, exhibits) 

• Obtaining handout materials from speakers 
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• Outsourcing, requests for proposals to vendors 

• Registration management 

• Researching meeting planning 

(2 & 1) There was disagreement as to whether the following should be a 2 or a 1 (2) 

• Getting good speakers, the right speakers 

• Staffing on site 

 (2 & 3) There was disagreement as to whether the following should be a 2 or a 3 (1) 

• Networking with other meeting planners 

 (3) Agreed Least Important (1) 

• Social Media 

 Focus Group A concluded with a recording 1:04:59 long, with the recording and 

transcript continuing to 1:09:57 which included the discussion between the researcher 

and the transcriptionist. Observations in this extended conversation included that it 

seemed to be a more senior group of participants compared to the pilot participants, and 

that they were more strategic in their discussions, rather than devolving into logistics. 

The transcriptionist wondered if this was not only because it was a more experienced 

group, but perhaps it was because they were supervisors as well. We reviewed our 

experience in hearing the keyboarding from either one of us who were typing, but agreed 

that it was minor. We were not able to get the secondary recording device to work, but it 

seemed that people were speaking slowly and the transcriptionist felt she was capturing 

an accurate representation. Upon review of the transcript with the recording, this was 

indeed true.   

 Focus group B. This group discussion yielded 23 planning elements which were 

then rated into the following categories: (1) most important, (2) moderately important, 
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and (3) least important. Elements are listed according to rating, and then alphabetically 

within each numbered category. There were no secondary ratings 

(1) Agreed Most Important (8) 

• Budget 

• Education and content delivery 

• Goals and objectives 

• How to deliver: Regional, national, online 

• Marketing 

• Needs assessment used to create needed program 

• Relevance to members’ business 

• Target audience 

 (2) Agreed Moderately Important (12) 

• Audio visual 

• Crisis management planning 

• Engaging the younger audience 

• Evaluation 

• Integrating technology for cost management 

• Location 

• Measurement and benchmarking 

• Member’s time, providing something that they can only get from us 

• Room set 

• Strategic meetings management 

• Technology as an accessory 

• Venue 
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 (3) Agreed Least Important (3) 

• Keeping paper to a minimum: Green 

• Staff: Continue to add programs but no additional staff, more strategic and 

efficient staff, use of technology to increase efficiency 

• Trends in the industry 

 Focus group C. This group discussion yielded 14 planning elements which were 

then rated into the following categories: (1) most important, (2) moderately important, 

and (3) least important. Elements are listed according to rating, and then alphabetically 

within each numbered category. During the initial discussion, participants listed many 

elements which were, in subsequent and continuing discussion, combined. Those sub-

parts are also detailed below. Elements with secondary ratings are noted. 

(1) Agreed Most Important (7) 

• Attendance building (myriad sub parts) 

o Attractive destination 

o Who are you trying to serve? (segments) 

o Who is coming? (family, spouse too) 

o Generationally differing groups attending 

o How intended audience can justify attending, paying for, being out of 

office 

o Getting attendees in challenging economic times 

• Good financial plan (budget), costs rising 

• Good clear objectives 

o What do attendees want to learn? 

o What are program financial goals? 

o How to measure results? 
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o Action plan and timeline, as guide and measurement 

o Why are we holding this meeting? We have always had it 

o Overall plan – a single or continuing event 

• Solid marketing plan 

o Arming potential attendees with ways to persuade their [travel] decision 

makers 

o Social media 

o After conference event(s) to continue engagement 

o Audience – identifying target market 

• Putting the program together 

o Timing of the event, now shorter events 

o Entertainment changes 

(1 & 2) There was disagreement as to whether the following should be a 1 or 2 (1) 

• History over past two years, trends in the industry 

(1 & 3) There was disagreement as to whether the following should be a 1 or 3 (1) 

• Continuing education credit 

(2) Agreed Moderately Important (5) 

• Networking and generation gaps 

• Return on investment 

• Getting good speakers 

• New technologies 

• Overall value of venue 

o Changing day patterns to get better rate13 

                                            
13 For instance, changing from a Monday to Wednesday pattern to a Friday through Sunday 
pattern. This refers to negotiating better sleeping room and meeting space rates based on hotel 
flexibility in pricing. 
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o Changing to hotels with a lower star14 rating 

 (3) Agreed Least Important (2) 

• Interactivity during the meeting 

• Scheduling 

o Continue to include banquets or not 

o Social events changing 

 Focus group D. This group discussion yielded 13 planning elements which were 

then rated into the following categories: (1) most important and (2) moderately important. 

Elements are listed according to rating, and then alphabetically within each numbered 

category. During the initial discussion, participants listed a number of elements which 

were, in subsequent and continuing discussion, combined. Those sub-parts are detailed 

below. Elements with secondary ratings are noted. 

(1) Agreed Most Important (9) 

• Budget 

o Where to spend money (parking, internet, F&B, etc.) 

o Ways to enhance meeting that doesn’t cost dollars 

o Setting registration fees 

o Focus on exhibits and sponsorships for additional revenue over 

increasing registration fees 

o Stop providing expensive bottled water (call it corporate social 

responsibility, but it really is a budget issue) 

• Content and speakers 

o Utilizing a needs assessment to indicate gaps and then fill them 

• Logistics 

                                            
14 A five star hotel is generally more expensive than a four star hotel where the services are rated 
based on quality. 
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o Location to accommodate meeting space needs 

o Site sourcing process, including the development of hotel (supplier) 

partners15 

o Internet access for participants 

• Organization – keeping track of all the parts [of the project] 

• Participants – who are they? 

o Positioning this conference to be more valuable, unique, etc. to the target 

audience 

• Program layout so that all parts of the program fit together 

• Purpose: Defining the meeting’s purpose 

o Goal 

o Objectives 

 (1 & 2) There was disagreement as to whether the following should be a 1 or 2 (1) 

• Communication with all groups involved in planning 

(1 & 2) There was disagreement as to whether the following should simply be listed as “it 

varies” [by program] (1) 

• Continuing education units 

(2) Agreed Moderately Important (4) 

• Adult learning, more interactivity 

• Ways to keep the program new and attendees engaged 

• Marketing presence online both before and after event 

• Partners16 [multiple vendors]  

(3) Agreed Least Important (none) 
                                            
15 The idea behind this is to develop a relationship with, for example, one hotel chain with a 
nationwide sales person for better rate and favorable contracts by using only one vendor thus 
creating buying and negotiating power.  
16 Most events have multiple vendors which, over time, can become repeat vendors and can be 
thought of as partners in producing effective events.  
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 Focus group E. This group discussion yielded 39 planning elements which were 

then rated into the following categories: (1) most important, (2) moderately important, 

and (3) least important. Elements are listed according to rating, and then alphabetically 

within each numbered category. Elements with secondary ratings are noted. 

(1) Agreed Most Important (10) 

• Adapting to people’s behaviors; What will draw them? 

• Budget, what do I have to work with? 

• Budget and price points (registration fee setting) 

• Content development 

• Goal 

• Project plan, vision; how much time you have to plan the event 

• Relevance to our attendees, especially in terms of competing conferences 

• Research17 

• Stakeholders who are they and what do they need? 

(1 & 3) There was disagreement as to whether the following should be a 1 or 3: (1) 

• [Sleeping] room block, day pattern 

(2) Agreed Moderately Important (15) 

• Balance of networking, education, trade show  

• Competition from other similar events or other things going on in host city at the 

same time 

• Content  

• Day pattern 

• Marketing and communication tools needed 

• Member value 

                                            
17 In this usage, research means learning what you need to know as a planner to produce an 
event, mentioned as especially “intense” for a new event 
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• Moving away from large plenary events, entertainment to more interactive and 

topical events 

• Reinventing event from one year to another 

• Relationships with exhibitors and sponsors 

• Site selection 

• Speakers, presenters, faculty, keynoters – and recruiting same 

• Spending reductions due to economic downturn 

• Time – how much do you have to work with? 

• Timeline18 

(2 & 3) There was disagreement as to whether the following should be a 2 or a 3 (1) 

• Return on investment; how to prove? 

 (3) Agreed Least Important (14) 

• The attendee experience; What will persuade them to come 

• CEUs 

• Charity events 

• Exhibitor experience innovations 

• Extend life of onsite experience, networking before and after events 

• Format: Face-to-face, virtual, internet and video support using applications, 

mobile devices, impacting marketing as well as onsite  

• Housing patterns, [sleeping] room quality, attractive rates 

• International attendee needs 

• Logistics 

• New tools: Staying on top of and using them (mobile, audience response 

systems19, etc.) 
                                            
18 Timeline, as mentioned in this discussion, can also be thought of as a project plan or a “to do” 
list. 
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• Social events and bringing families 

• Sustainability and corporate social responsibility (CSR) programs 

• Travel authorizers; Helping attendees make the case to their decision-makers 

• Wow factor to keep attendees coming 

 Focus group F. This group discussion yielded 32 planning elements which were 

then rated into the following categories: (1) most important, (2) moderately important, 

and (3) least important. Elements are listed according to rating, and then alphabetically 

within each numbered category. Elements with secondary ratings are noted. 

(1) Agreed Most Important (18) 

• Benefits for Members 

• Change: Can only make incremental changes 

• Communication with members 

• Contract negotiations 

• Evaluation 

• Financials, budget 

• Food 

• Goals 

• Learning objectives 

• Mission and by-laws 

• Mobile applications, adding 

• Time of year, location, cost and being able to afford, time of year 

• Wireless access, no longer pay for [but expect] 

(1 & 2) There was disagreement as to whether the following should be a 1 or 2 (4) 

                                                                                                                                  
19 Audience response systems are software tools that allow an audience to vote or reply, the 
results of which can be almost instantly calculated and displayed to that audience in real time. 
Hardware as well as software may be required, and newer software can utilize smart phone 
applications.  
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• Marketing and promotion 

• Peer-to-peer connections [more time for] 

• Site inspections 

• Speakers, exhibitors, sponsors 

(1 & 3) There was disagreement as to whether the following should be a 1 or 3 (1) 

• Emergency planning (weather) 

(2) Agreed Moderately Important (10) 

• Attendees vary; Small or large company? How techno-savvy are they? 

Generational differences 

• Content changes, topics that are newly relevant 

• Content: New laws, policies, procedures 

• Economy: Tough climate makes it hard to get attendees 

• Logistics: Production, audio visual aspects, transportation 

• Member committees: Working with these groups who are volunteers 

• Registration: No more paper registrations 

• Registration: Online requires a supplier 

• Space needed, the physical part of the meeting 

• Union issues [with venue] impacting our meetings 

(3) Agreed Least Important (4) 

• Bars are no longer offering premium liquors 

• Continuing education credits 

• Cyber cafés no longer needed due to smart phones 

• Evaluation: How to do 

 Focus group G. This group discussion yielded 20 planning elements which were 

then rated into the following categories: (1) most important, (2) moderately important, 
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and (3) least important. Elements are listed according to rating, and then alphabetically 

within each numbered category. Some original categories were combined and that detail 

is listed along with the overall topic. Elements with secondary ratings are noted. 

(1) Agreed Most Important (14) 

• Agenda content 

• Agenda open to change with current world situation, right up until the start of the 

program [keeping it fresh, up to the minute] 

• Board of Directors: Incorporating the millennial generation  

• Budget 

• Change: Keeping abreast of, keeping team open to 

• Education hot topics: What does the audience need to know? 

o Call for presentations, review, selection process 

o Creating agenda and tracks 

o Determining beginner, intermediate and advanced levels 

• Evaluations, focus groups: Utilizing for insight 

• Exhibitors and sponsors need good exposure 

o Creative exposition hall motivators 

• Goals 

• Integrate freshness and energy 

o Changes needed to accommodate generational differences 

o Going green with fewer handouts and fewer, if any, tchotchkes in the 

exhibit hall  

• Marketing plan: Social media also 

• Speakers 

• Strategy “How do we get there and who will help us succeed?” (Gail) 
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• Success: What does it look like? 

 (2) Agreed Moderately Important (5) 

• Board of Directors, extended committees  

o Working face-to-face and remotely 

o Obtaining buy-in for content 

• Location, time of year 

• Pieces: Working on all of them such as food and beverage, tours [logistics] 

• Presentation length changing, getting shorter 

(2 & 3) There was disagreement as to whether the following should be a 2 or a 3 (1) 

• Live streaming of keynotes to an offsite audience 

(3) Agreed Least Important (1) 

• Volunteer management 

 Focus group H. This group discussion yielded 20 planning elements which were 

then rated into the following categories: (1) most important or (2) moderately important. 

There were no (3) least important. Elements are listed according to rating, and then 

alphabetically within each numbered category. Elements with secondary ratings are 

noted. 

(1) Agreed Most Important (12) 

• Audience identification 

• Budget 

• Economy 

• Exhibits – selling and managing 

• Goals and objectives 

• Marketing 

• Negotiating and contracts 
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• Program 

o Format of content, flow, seminar vs. workshop, etc. 

o Creating an atmosphere for sharing ideas, best practices, etc. 

o Networking 

o Learning that can be put to use 

o Speaker selection 

• Registration 

• Site selection 

(1 & 3) There was disagreement as to whether the following should be a 1 or 3 (2) 

• International attendees (visa issues) 

• Social media: Getting more involved with 

(2) Agreed Moderately Important (8) 

• Audio visual 

• Food and beverage 

• Generational: Ways to connect the younger one 

• Logistics 

• Mobile phone applications 

• Printing a program book 

• Weather  

(2 & 3) There was disagreement as to whether the following should be a 2 or a 3 (1) 

• Green initiatives / budget impacts 

o No longer printing as much, more online 

o Fewer printed signs 

o Venues have green initiatives too 

(3) Agreed Least Important (none)  
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Table 16: Number of Elements Identified 

 
 Summary. Please see the Table 16: Number of Elements Identified, for detail on 

the number and rating of elements defined by each focus group.  

 Focus Group A Identified a total of 20 elements with nine rated most important, 

10 were rated moderately important and one was rated least important. Of these 20 

items, there were six that were rated differently by different participants. Focus Group B 

identified 23 elements with eight rated most important, 12 rated moderately important, 

and three rated least important. None in this focus group had disputed ratings. Focus 

Group C identified 14 items, rating seven as most important, five as moderately 

important, and two as least important. No items in Focus Group C were disputed. Focus 

Group D identified only 13 items, the lowest number of items of any of the focus groups, 

but spent a lot of time grouping originally identified elements into groups. Of the 13, nine 

were rated most important, four as moderately important and none were rated least 

important. One item was disputed. Focus Group E identified 39 items, the largest 

Group Total 
Elements 
Defined

Rated
#1

Most 
Important

Rated 
#2

Moderately 
Important

Rated
#3

Least 
Important

"It Depends" 
somewhat disputed 

ratings*

A 20 9 10 1 6
B 23 8 12 3 0
C 14 7 5 2 0
D 13 9 4 0 1
E 39 10 15 14 2
F 32 18 10 4 5

G  20 14 5 1 1
H 20 12 8 0 3

Total 181.0 87.0 69.0 25.0 18.0
Average 22.6 10.9 8.6 3.1 2.3

48% 38% 14% 9.94%Percent of Total

* These were already included in the total count and rated 1, 2, or 3. It is just that some 
participants noted a different rating based on their job, experience, etc.
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number of items identified by any focus group, and rated 10 as most important, 15 as 

moderately important and 14 as least important. Two items were disputed. Focus Group 

F identified 32 items with 18 identified as most important, 10 as moderately important 

and four as least important. Five items were disputed. Focus Group G identified 20 items 

with 14 rated as most important, five as moderately important and one as least 

important. One item was disputed. The final focus group, H, also identified 20 items, 12 

of which were rated as most important, eight as moderately important and none were 

rated as least important. Three were disputed.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 11: Element Ratings 

 Overall, 181 items were collectively identified by the groups, and this number has 

not been corrected for duplicates. See Figure 11: Element Ratings. Of these 181, 87 or 

48% were rated most important, 60 or 38% were rated moderately important, and 25 or 

14% were rated least important. Eighteen items were disputed, that is, received an 

alternate rating by some discussants, or 10% of the total. The groups averaged 22.8 

items, eleven of which were rated most important on average, almost nine rated as 

moderately important and just over three as least important (on average).  
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Analyzing the Elements, Identifying Patterns 

 Approach. The questioning route produced a list of elements expressed in a 

variety of ways from a variety of perspectives. The purpose of this inquiry was to not only 

identify elements, but to determine which ones were considered most important.  

 A variety of ways of analyzing the findings emerged. What elements were the 

first mentioned in each group (suggesting that these were top-of-mind), and how were 

these similar or different? What element(s) in each discussion did people discuss most 

intensely? What elements or element groupings emerged? A variety of approaches were 

used in considering how to understand and ultimately present conclusions these data 

suggest. First however, it is important to review how the data were examined. This study 

used a classic analysis strategy suggested by Krueger & Casey (2009). 

 The original transcripts were reviewed against the recordings and any corrections 

or additions made; they were then line-numbered and re-read multiple times. The 

spreadsheet created during each discussion was reviewed for each group and coded by 

primary and secondary topic. Spreadsheets were then electronically sorted by 

importance rating, followed by a secondary sort by primary and secondary codes.  

 Spreadsheets and line-numbered transcripts were printed and placed into a 

notebook for continual reference and a second set of each of these was printed for 

cutting and pasting. Each separate group was assigned a specific color and the 

assigned colored paper was used to print each set of transcripts and spreadsheets. This 

made a clear representation of the particular focus group by color.  

 The second set of documents (transcript and spreadsheet) were literally cut apart 

in such a way that the topic from the spreadsheet was taped to the original transcript of 

the discussion that created it, and then followed with the topic-rating discussion which 

occurred later in the focus group. This process created what might be called maps 

documenting discussion of each element no matter how many times it was discussed in 
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that one focus group. This process thus provided another reading of each transcript as 

the pieces were cut and taped together, and yet another way of perceiving and 

understanding. Some coding revisions were made at this stage.   

 These element maps were created for each element for each focus group. 

Tables were employed to accommodate a sorting process by codes and provided a 

tangible and visible indication of elements about which the groups, in total, had the most 

discussion. It took two long tables to accommodate this code – sort – re-read – sort – 

combine -- separate process.  Groupings were re-read and re-sorted as themes began 

to emerge and some of the coding was adjusted to be more precise and in some cases 

to combine what first appeared to be separate topics too closely related to be separated. 

For example, it became obvious that it made more sense to combine the original words 

used by participants, including “program,” “format,” “content,” and “networking” into an 

element called program design, itself a concept suggested by participants. It is also 

important to note that some discussions crossed over more than one element as, for 

example, this quote by Arden, “…figuring out the topics that are going to be covered, 

[you] have to … figure out who the right speakers are [with] budgeting concerns [for] 

transportation and feeding the speakers.…” In this statement, speaker selection (coded 

later to be part of program design) to meet program goal topics (the element of goals 

and objectives) and budget (a third element) are entwined with the logistical concept of 

transportation.  

 Please note that during this read-sort-reread process, the literature-suggested 

topics reported in the literature review of scholarly models were not consulted, allowing 

the data to more reliably suggest topics. This discouraged the researcher from 

inadvertently and unconsciously fitting the findings into the literature.  

 Elements that were “top of mind” or first-mentioned. One way to approach 

the findings is to examine the elements first mentioned in each group as these top-of-
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mind responses may be the strongest elements. Remember that all participants were 

provided the discussion questions about three days before the focus group took place 

and they had hopefully had some time to ponder them. The first 10 elements mentioned 

were chosen for this part of the analysis as for at least two of the eight groups, the initial 

discussion stopped at nine before the next questioning route question was asked. These 

first ten elements identified are summarized in Table 17: First 10 Elements Mentioned by 

Group. There are several findings from this table. Goals & objectives was an element 

that was mentioned by every group, and for five of the eight groups, it was the first 

element mentioned. Every group mentioned venue20, location, or site for the meeting. 

Budget was mentioned among the first 10 elements in seven groups, but was later listed 

in the eighth group and is the third and final element mentioned by every group.  

 Three groupings emerge. The raw data of elements listed by the cumulative 

focus groups was earlier reported to be 181 before analysis. These included many 

elements that, when coded, merged into related or super-elements and this merging was 

expected. Table 17: First 10 Elements Mentioned by Group, depicts the analysis of 

these merged or super elements indicating a pattern that separates them into three 

logical groups which can be called continuing professional education-centered elements, 

business-centered elements and venue. It is interesting that removing venue from 

consideration, the elements easily divide between people-centered elements and 

business-centered elements. 

  This pattern depicts the emergence then of two, overarching categories which 

can be described as (1) serving the continuing professional education (CPE) needs of 

people, and (2) the business of conferencing. Faith perhaps put it most clearly when she 

                                            
20 Meeting planners generally interpret venue to not only mean physical building in which the 
conference will take place, but often the geographic location and the processes behind obtaining 
it. 
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Table 17: First 10 Elements Mentioned by Group 
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Focus Group A Focus Group B Focus Group C Focus Group D Focus Group E Focus Group F Focus Group G Focus Group H
Venue Technology Objectives Organization of 

parts
Objectives Goals Goals Goals & 

Objectives
Food & Beverage Needs Marketing Purpose Budget Time, Location, 

Venue
Needs 
Assessment

Site

Marketing Program Financial 
Planning / 
Budgeting

Goal Time Budget Venue Negotiations & 
Contracts

Goals & 
Objectives

Budget History / Trends Budget Logistics Production, AV, 
Transportation, 
Logistics

Agenda & 
Content

Logistics

Program Logistics Location / Venue Marketing Marketing & 
Communications

Speakers, 
Exhibitors, 
Sponsors as 
Target Audiences

Logistics Content & CEUs

Budget Goals & 
Objectives

Target Audience New and Different Target Audience 
& Need

Market & 
Promote

Volunteers Program

Networking Venue & Location Return on 
Investment

Content & 
Speakers

Housing & Venue Registration 
(Vendor)

Social Media Budget

Adult Learning Format (Program) Action Plan / 
Timeline

Volunteers Speakers Food & Beverage Length of 
presentations 
changing

AV

Needs 
Assessment

Networking Generations / 
Target Audience

Meeting Space Networking & 
Balance (of 
program)

Contract 
Negotiation

Exhibits Marketing & 
Social Media

CEUs Strategic 
Meetings 
Management

Technology No response* CEUs Site Inspection 
[Venue]

Generational 
Differences

No response*

8
34

36

Venue
CPE Focused

Business Focused

* Only nine were listed before the next question in the questioning route was asked
NOTE: The words that the respondents used were used in this table
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said, “I would think that it’s really a balancing act to meet the needs of your attendees 

and the people that need to be educated with all the challenges you have of running a 

business, [an] association.”  

 The elements identified in these focus groups easily fit into one of these 

categories with one exception, that of site selection/venue which impacts both categories 

and by its importance in being listed in the first 10 mentioned across all focus groups, 

will stand alone as the third major element. Venue/location/site provides a setting for the 

CPE, but is one of the most expensive budgetary elements and impacts other business 

elements including logistics, food & beverage, and negotiations, to mention a few. This 

separation by (1) CPE, (2) business, and (3) venue elements does not suggest that if an 

element is listed in one overarching category that it does not impact the other category. 

The quote above clearly supports the notion of multiple relationships and impacts. 

However, since the case was made in the research problem statement that continuing 

professional education impacts many adults and is big business, it makes sense to 

acknowledge that the elements found in this research actually support the problem 

statement emphasis with these two categories. See Table 18: Elements Identified 

Summary; these are explained in the detail following the table.  

Table 18: Elements Identified Summary 

 

Venue
1 Goals & Objectives I Budget
2 Program Design II Marketing
3 Needs Assessment III Logistics
4 Target Audience / Generations IV Exhibitors
5 Evaluation V Technology
6 Engagement VI Research
7 Member Benefits / Mission VII Vendors / Negotiation
8 Adult Education VIII Contingency
9 Accreditation IX Green

X Staffing / Volunteers
XI Return on Investment
XII Corporate Social Responsibility
XIII International Attendees

CPE Elements Business Elements
Stands alone
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 Continuing professional education or CPE-focused elements. Overarching 

elements in the continuing professional education needs of people (hereinafter CPE-

category) are as follows, in order by intensity and depth of discussion: (1) goals & 

objectives, (2) program design, (3) needs assessment, (4) target audience with a sub-

grouping focusing on generational segments, (5) evaluation, (6) engagement, (7) 

member benefits, (8) adult education and (9) accreditation (CEUs). Each element and its 

ratings of one, two or three, will be discussed. In some cases concepts were grouped 

together and this will be explained. 

 (1) Goals & objectives were named by each individual focus group and were 

named among the first 10 listed for seven of the eight groups and all groups rated it one 

in importance out of three. Goals & objectives were clearly the most important element 

identified in the CPE-category. In some cases there was little discussion, someone said 

“goal” and subsequently everyone rated it a one (Focus Group G). The most extensive 

discussion regarding goals and objectives took place in Focus Group C, where Cynthia 

said, “The objective gives you the master plan to figure out where everything is going to 

go. If you don’t know your objective at the outset, it’s not going to give you a clear idea of 

each piece and how you can get there.” Participants were given the opportunity to 

submit additional comments and to provide what they thought was the most important 

thing said. Seven participants across four groups commented that goals & objectives 

were the most important. There was clear agreement that goals & objectives was a very 

important element.  

 (2) Program Design was perhaps the most challenging of all elements to fully 

understand and represent. It has to do with the complex task of putting a program 

together while considering interrelated aspects. Ben perhaps said it best, “Absolutely the 

foundation, core elements: education, network, social activities, need to be looked at in 
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the creative design aspect of putting together an event.” It is from this quote that the 

term program design emerged as a way to portray this element.  

 No fewer than 44 groupings of discussions relating to program-design were 

subjected to a key word search, and when combined, yielded many repeats that were 

documented, sorted and reduced to10 sub-elements. These aspects include, in 

alphabetical order, agenda, auxiliary events, content, exhibits, format, delivery method, 

networking, relevancy, speakers, and time. These will each be explained below, in order 

of importance based on the ratings and intensity of discussion.  

 Agenda as a sub-element included comments on agenda flow, keeping it fluid so 

that changes could be incorporated right up to the last minute, and the need to fit all 

parts of a conference into one schedule. Agenda was rated one in importance in all 

instances. 

 Content was the next sub-element intensely discussed including developing and 

determining what the attendees would need to learn, updating members, finding 

something attendees could use, calling for presentations and the processes around 

solicitation and selection, making a program more interactive, and typing for levels such 

as beginner, intermediate, and advanced. These comments were rated one and two.  

 Closely related to content was a sub-element called speakers and mentioned 

obtaining “really good” speakers, challenges in selecting them, and when the discussion 

focused on managing them and obtaining materials from them, there was collective 

group humor when management of speakers was portrayed as “herding cats.” This sub-

element was rated one and two among the groups that mentioned it.  

  Format of the program was also a key sub-element. This had a variety of 

perspectives which included creating a learning environment, providing an atmosphere 

where ideas could be shared, and balance among the elements of the meeting 

(education, exhibits, networking). An interesting comment focused on accepting changes 
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driven by the adoption of technology, specifically interactivity such as tweeting, reading 

and replying to emails, and texting during sessions, especially while a speaker was 

speaking. Ratings were varied as all three levels were used to describe program format.  

 The sub-element of time was addressed with the words fewer, shorter and 

reduced. There were now fewer planned social events, and keynotes and other 

presentations had been or were going to be shortened. Banquets and planned social 

events were either reduced or completely eliminated. The time sub-element had ratings 

of one, two and three.  

 Networking and relevancy were both additional sub-elements. Each had rather 

cryptic quotes that delivered a cumulative message. For networking, Faye called it “more 

white space” indicating that program design now had to include literally more time for 

participants to check their voice and emails. Relevancy was perhaps summed up by 

creating a need for a “wow factor” per Elsa. Networking was rated one and two and 

relevancy two and three.  

 Delivery was mentioned twice in the context of obtaining an attractive 

geographical location as well as delivery method of face-to-face, internet, and/or video 

among other options. This was rated one and three.  

 Exhibits as an element was only mentioned once in the context of program 

design, but it was mentioned several times within the focus groups collectively. Most of 

the comments on exhibits related to budget from an income perspective and will be 

discussed later in this narrative in that context. It also was mentioned in the context of 

change and was described in the previous section relating to the focus group question 

about things you no longer do. Yet, it is important to be included in program design as it 

plays a role in overall program design and when mentioned in that context, rated a one.  

 Auxiliary events included programs for family. It was mentioned only once and 

rated three in importance.  
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 (3) Needs assessment was the third element within the CPE-focused category. 

Remembering that participants were all recruited from association conferencing, many of 

the needs assessment comments addressed association members’ needs. While only 

four of the eight groups specifically identified “needs assessment,” the discussions in two 

groups around this topic were extensive. A key discussion point was deciding “on 

whether the program is a good idea in the “first place” and referenced examining 

evaluations, holding focus groups with members to provide insight, and figuring out how 

to give them what they need because “especially in an association with this many 

members, we’ll never get a consensus as to what everyone wants,” (quotes all by Irene.) 

Needs assessment was rated one for the four groups that addressed it, and for one 

participant, Apple, needs assessment and deciding whether a program was a good idea 

in the first place was the most important thing said in the hour-long discussion. 

 (4) Target audience is the next element and is closely related to needs 

assessment, yet different enough to be a separate category. Focus Group C discussed 

the topic at length, not being able to decide if their first words to describe it, “attendance-

building” was related to destination, whom you were trying to serve, who else, like family 

members, might be coming, generational differences, how the intended audience would 

decide based on cost and being out of the office, or the challenging economy! The heart 

of this discussion returned to whom was being served. Two members of this group later 

came back to this topic in response to the request to identify additional elements or the 

most important things said. Carl said, “I should have expounded on who you are trying to 

serve since in my opinion, that is the starting point for all meetings”. Cathy said, 

“Anyway, I think the most important thing would be the attendees.” Two other focus 

group’s participants also made special comments about the target audience. Elsa, said 

(of the most important thing said) that “It is hard to pinpoint one. It was said several 

times, but I think knowing your audience and what they expect / need to get out of the 



191 
 

event is the most important factor for planners to know and consider. It is easy for us to 

get bogged down in the details and we must not lose sight of the strategic elements 

behind the event.” Dana said, “Your participants are the most important, that you know 

them and from there you can plan and get them to come.” All groups that addressed this 

element rated it a one out of three.  

 Closely related to the discussion of the element of target audience was a 

discussion on generational differences among those target audiences. This received 

enough discussion to warrant listing it as a separate item, especially as it relates to the 

business-related items (upcoming in this narrative) on marketing and technology. There 

was a perception among participants that there was a very real divide among groups 

whose membership included the millennial generation. Participants perceived that this 

generation’s expectations were so very different from the audiences they were used to 

serving that their association’s programs were facing real challenges in trying to serve 

these dual audiences. Engagement of Millennials was the primary focus. Of the groups 

that directly addressed this subject, the rating was split between one and two in 

importance.  

 (5) Evaluating programs was listed by many groups though it received little 

discussion in any group. Faith said, “If you don’t evaluate what you’re doing, you’ll never 

change for the better,” and Gilda noted that such evaluations can lead to insight about 

what attendee needs are, “not just what our organization needs are.” Elsa later 

contributed by email that her group had not addressed the subject and she added it. The 

rating on the pure topic of evaluation was one. There were additional discussions on 

better ways of conducting evaluations which was rated as less important.  

 (6) Engagement has always been a goal of meetings and events and is inherent 

in the fact that people are meeting and are engaged in conversation and networking with 

one another. The way that the focus groups talked about engagement had more to do 
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with having to work harder at keeping them engaged and efforts to extend engagement 

to precede as well as follow the actual face-to-face conference. The discussions 

included shortening sessions so people can trust that they will have time to address 

emails and can pay attention to the program without reading their emails during it. 

Ratings were varied on this element. It may be a newer element whose genesis is 

impacted by technological advances.  

 This element, as it surfaced in these research findings refers to a different kind of 

engagement than usually discussed within adult education circles. The findings were not 

around engagement with learning, formal or informal, but engagement of the attendee 

with the organization and the entire program that they were attending, and this included 

networking and business-to-business goals. This will be discussed more fully in Chapter 

Five – Findings in the section on Insights.  Support for this interpretation of this element 

can also be found as one of The 7 Measures of Success identified by the book of the 

same name (ASAE & The Center for Association Research (2006). 

 (7) The seventh element is member value and may be an element that only 

relates to associations which are membership organizations. While there was not much 

direct discussion on this topic, the word member was frequently used. Member value 

was rated both one and two.  

 (8) Adult education, as a term, was not mentioned heavily in these focus group 

discussions. However, elements of adult education were present within context. Refer to 

the discussion on program design format where interactivity, creative learning 

environment, and adapting to current learners’ behaviors were mentioned. Ben 

highlighted “The need for adults to feel inclusive and needed, and to have some self-

direction when you bring them together,” during the discussion on needs assessment. 

These are recognized as elements of good adult education practice. Adult education as 
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a topic was expressed only twice as a specifically named element out of the 181 total 

elements.  

 (9) The next element that emerged and the final one to be documented in the 

CPE category is that of accreditation, which is often referred to as CEUs (continuing 

education units). These types of credits are needed in those target audiences who have 

to meet professional or state licensure requirements. There were only a few participants 

in these focus groups that were from associations where their members were in one of 

those categories.  As Darcy said, “Yeah, it depends on the group, really.” For those 

whose target audiences need CEUs, this was an important element, rating a one.  

The business-focused elements. Overarching elements in the business of 

conferencing (hereinafter business-category) are as follows, in order by intensity and 

depth of discussion. (I) budget, (II) marketing, (III) logistics including food & beverage, 

(IV) exhibitors and sponsors, (V) technology, (VI) research, (VII) vendors and 

negotiations, (VIII), contingency planning (IX) greening meetings, (X) staffing, including 

volunteers, (XI) return on investment, (XII) corporate social responsibility or CSR, and 

(XIII) international attendees. Each element and its ratings of one, two or three, will be 

discussed. In some cases concepts were grouped together into one of these named 

elements, and this will be explained. 

 (I) The most highly discussed item was budget and every group addressed it, at 

length. There are two sub-elements that surfaced that will be presented along with 

budget and these are food & beverage and the economy. Further, budget is the only 

element where someone suggested it should rate more than a one, indeed a “one-plus” 

(Andrea).  

 Budget was described as a “big challenge…trying to do the best we can without 

the money,” (Apple). Another way it was expressed was as a “good financial plan,” 

(Carl).  Curtis called it “critical.” Daisy called it a “huge consideration,” and elaborated, 
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“[Budget] dictates what elements we are able and allowed to include based on creating a 

meeting that breaks even or earns a profit for the association.”  Doris was even more 

specific, “We face [budget] challenge with every meeting we do. What our attendees are 

willing to pay, how much we can actually charge them that they would pay. Trying to find 

that balance of what we can offer them for the money that we’re getting from them, 

either in dues revenue or registration revenue.”  Some groups simply said “budget” and 

rated it a one without any discussion at all; there was silent and complete agreement in 

these cases. Budget was mentioned in all eight groups, and listed among the first 10 

elements listed for seven of the eight. All rated it a one.  

 There are two sub-elements to budget: food & beverage (known in the industry 

as F&B) and the economy. F&B was described as follows, “It’s what they remember,” 

(Florence), and good-humored group laughter erupted when Fran mentioned “drink 

tickets.”  There was agreement that the F&B part of budget was important, and later it 

was mentioned that some F&B offerings have been curtailed for budgetary reasons, like 

hot tea and bottled water no longer being offered. The current tough economic climate 

was recognized as challenging and impacting budget as well.  

 (II) The second element was marketing, promotion, and communications. This 

was among the first 10 elements listed for six of the eight groups, but all groups 

identified this element. What was meant by the word marketing was not detailed by 

participants; the connotation was likely that all on the call would understand what it 

meant. Over the full course of all the discussions things related to marketing a 

conference informed implied meaning. Participants mentioned brochures, email, and 

website. Brochures were discussed in the context of no longer printing but pushing 

potential attendees to the organization’s website to download handouts that they 

wanted. What was discussed with quite some intensity was the use of social media such 

as facebook, twitter, and LinkedIn as part of a marketing campaign, especially to 
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influence and catch the attention of younger generations. Alison called it, “Trying to add 

social media to [the] promotion schedule that we hadn’t … [incorporated] before.” 

Another aspect of the marketing plan was using social media for “Promotion prior. Then 

during. Then we started to use it this year post event. Flickr to post photos…I think it is 

the direction everyone’s going to,” (Hannah). Marketing the program itself was generally 

rated a one, but the use of social media ranged from one to three. Faye sent a note after 

the focus group noting that for her, the most important thing that was said was, “The 

value of the meeting and the communication of that value,” which is, in itself, perhaps a 

clever definition of the marketing being discussed.  

 (III) Logistics was the next most identified, business-related element and it had a 

subset emphasizing the need to organize logistics in time, or applying a timeline. On a 

more granular level, it includes, as participants listed them: production, audio visual, 

transportation, room set, and offsite events. Also mentioned were food & beverage (the 

organization of), and meeting space needs. These quotes clarify this element. Ginny 

said, “Putting the little pieces together that are involved in the conference,” and Dawn 

called it, “Organization, tracking all the moving parts.” Danielle said, “The whole program 

put on paper is a huge step, time consuming, and involves a lot of parties in the process 

of that planning.” Hank noted that “prioritizing” was very important in the logistical effort. 

All of the focus groups talked about logistics and most rated it a two.  

 (IV) Exhibitors and sponsors received some discussion. This part of an 

association event is related to revenue and thus budget, networking, and keeping the 

exhibitors and sponsors happy with high quality exposure to the attendees (which is 

what they are paying for), as well as the actual work of selling exhibits and attracting 

sponsors. Of the four groups that mentioned this, only one discussed it at any length and 

most rated it a two. This may be because some associations have sales divisions who 

may be separately responsible for some of the efforts in this arena. 
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 (V) The next element that emerged related to technology. Five groups discussed 

incorporating new technologies such as mobile applications for the onsite program, 

audience response systems, and live streaming of keynotes. The discussion also related 

to marketing and going green (making decisions that have less impact on the planet, 

using fewer non-renewable resources, and so on). Five groups addressed technology as 

an element and most agreed that it should be rated a two. However, for one group it was 

clearly rated a one and for another, one respondent said that for her, it was the most 

important thing said.  

 (VI) There were interesting discussions around the element of research from two 

perspectives: trends in the industry and research around understanding a repeating or a 

new conference (utilizing your own collected data). Elinore said, “I’d have to agree with 

the [others]; staying on top of all the tools and changing technologies, trying to 

incorporate them, which ones we can step wise do, can do, without going crazy, too 

scared, to make sure they work, that they’re adopted.” Andrea noted that, at least for 

herself, working as a lone meeting planner, she finds it challenging to keep up with new 

ideas, and has few with whom to discuss them. There was no rating consensus on the 

topic of research, perhaps because each discussion focused on differing aspects.  

 (VII) An element emerged that can be summarized as vendors and negotiation. 

Some of the groups used the terms outsourcing or partners to describe the work with 

contractors for transportation, hotel, a production company, security and the like. 

Negotiation had to do with processes to bring each of these service providers to 

contract. Budget implications were mentioned. Registration21, is perhaps a subset of this 

in that it often requires a vendor. There was indecision as to whether this would be rated 

a one or two.  

                                            
21 There are software companies that provide registration and merchant services as well as 
electronic storefronts and online shopping baskets that serve conference registration needs.  
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 (VIII) Contingency planning was discussed. For two individuals, Carl and 

Heather, it was the most important thing said. Types of events that would necessitate 

crisis management that were mentioned included weather, union issues, any force 

majeure event, or a key speaker who is a no-show. The rating of this element can best 

be described quoting Faith’s response, “It’s a one if it happens…and it’s a three if it 

doesn’t.” Bess said, “We are all optimists; there will never be a crisis,” which drew 

laughter from that group.  

 (IX) The element of ‘being green’ refers to reducing impact on the earth and its 

resources. Specific examples included not printing brochures, marketing only 

electronically as well as only electronic signage utilizing fairly new hotel signage 

systems, and considerable discussion around speaker handouts where Heidi suggested 

that this was an effort that resulted in “pushing [printing] cost to the attendees.” While 

this was not an element discussed across many groups, there was intense and lengthy 

discussion in Focus Group H. Green was identified as having budget impact, yet Heidi 

summed it up this way, “As much as I’d like it to be [a] one, it’s not critical to the success 

of the event.” Crystal contributed this element of green meetings by email when she 

realized it had not been discussed in her group.  

 (x) Staffing and volunteers were related discussions. Bess described it this way, 

“…we’ve noticed over the years we’ve become leaner and meaner, not more staff, but 

continue to add more programs.” Staff were thus portrayed as stretched to do more and 

more work. Other concepts included outsourcing as well as staff at on site, which is 

related to the use of volunteers to augment staff. Volunteer members as extended staff 

also present challenges as Gilda said, “They’re not dependable,” and others 

acknowledged that volunteers provided “valuable input” (Florence). Staffing / volunteers 

was rated two or three.  
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 (XI) Return on investment (ROI) was mentioned in the context of measurement 

and benchmarking (Focus Group B), and what attendees, attendees’ employers, and 

program committees can expect to “get out of it; the overall return for the conference,” 

(Cynthia). This was rated a two.  

 (XII) Corporate social responsibility (CSR) was only mentioned once and it was 

rated lowest, a three. However, it was discussed with some intensity and thus included 

in this list. CSR has to do with intent to give back to the community and may take the 

form of a charity event to provide funds to a host city organization.  

 (XIII) International attendees was mentioned by two groups with visa issues listed 

as a concern as well as making them feel welcome and well taken care of. It was rated 

both a one and a three and seemed to thus depend on applicability as not all 

respondents had international attendees.  

 Venue as the Third Overarching Element. The third overarching element of 

venue stands alone as it relates to both of the other elements, CPE and business 

elements. It is the stage on which the event is set. Comments and discussion on this 

element, mentioned in the first 10 elements by every focus group, ranged from “It was 

the most important thing following goals & objectives,” (Hannah), to “It’s all about 

location, location, location” (Hank), and “It’s certainly not the most important, but 

important for the audience,” (Arden). Discussion within this category included the site 

selection process, changing day patterns in order to get better sleeping room rates, and 

consideration of what else is in the target city at the same time that might impact your 

event. One respondent had a very specialized type of conference with highly interactive 

events suggesting that site selection can also be specific to the CPE needs of the group. 

Ratings represented a range from one to two. 

 There were only a few comments that were discussed that did not seem strong 

enough to be listed as elements. These included the role of bylaws necessitating the 
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inclusion of an annual meeting business session at the annual conference, strategic 

meetings management already referenced as having more implications for corporate 

meeting planning, and changing patterns of communication at a venue. Some additional 

comments centered around change such as adding poster sessions, how much planning 

time is allocated to a conference, integrating “freshness and energy” (Gilda), getting new 

people onto the Board of Directors, eliminating events after careful review (Gail) or 

“being open to change” (Gilda), even “Doing it [change] even if you don’t want to” (Gail). 

So, while change it itself does not particularly fit with the concrete concept nature of the 

other elements, it was a theme that threaded throughout the discussions.  

 Summary. There were many elements identified and it is important to remember 

that the purpose of this research was to identify the elements that practicing 

professionals utilize, not to judge the value of what was identified. It was the goal to 

identify and understand them. The previous section provided detail into the identification 

by highlighting key discussion points. Previously, Table 18: Elements Identified 

Summary, provided a list of elements by category, in order of  relative importance within 

each category. The Continuing Professional Education Elements identified are goals and 

objectives, program design, needs assessment, target audience with a sub-element of 

generational differences, evaluation, engagement, member benefits, adult education and 

accreditation. Business elements include budget, marketing, logistics with a sub-element 

of food and beverage, exhibitors, technology, research, vendors and negotiation, 

contingency, greening meetings, staffing with a sub-element of volunteers, return on 

investment, corporate social responsibility, and international attendees. The third 

overarching element was venue and it had relevance to both the CPE and business 

elements. 
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Chapter 5-- Summary, Insights, Implications, and Recommendations 
 
Introduction   

 Many adults attend and rely on continuing professional education throughout 

their careers, and CPE is big business for associations. One way associations deliver 

CPE is through educational conferences. While adult education theories and frameworks 

offer developmental and operational guidance and advice, there is little practice data to 

understand what meeting planning professionals actually do as they plan and implement 

CPE adult education conferences in practice.  

 The purpose of this study was to identify the elements that practicing meeting 

planning professionals in associations utilize in CPE conference planning. Further, this 

study is interested in which are considered the most important elements. This led to the 

formulation of the following research questions: (1) What program planning elements do 

meeting planning professionals consider in their process of creating and delivering a 

continuing professional education conference? (2) What do these meeting planning 

professionals consider the most important elements? And (3), of all the program 

planning elements listed and ranked, which three do meeting planning professionals 

concur are the most important for a successful conference? 

 This study effectively accessed a senior group of association planners by limiting 

the target population to those who had earned a CMP and/or CMM, credentials offered 

by meeting planning industry associations. In all, 40 participants had a cumulative 784 

years of experience or just over an average of 18 years each, making this a highly 

experienced group of industry professionals. There were no two participants whose 

experience was alike and there were differing descriptions on how they achieved their 
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meeting planning knowledge, though most cited on-the-job or through associations. 

Further, job descriptions and responsibilities varied. This does not detract from the study 

because though experience, knowledge acquisition, and job assignment varied, the 

elements of meeting planning discussed were understood by those on each call, the 

elements merged logically into groups, and many related to the literature.  

 This qualitative research was conducted through focus groups where the 

meetings took place online using the software tool, GoToMeeting and its incorporated 

voice-over-internet-protocol (VOIP). Focused discussion and interaction were well 

supported in this medium, and the software allowed for clear recordings and accurate 

transcripts. Computer screen sharing with participants further allowed for a verification of 

elements because participants were able to see what they had created on the shared 

screen and either verify or clarify them in real time. All could literally see the element 

being rated.  

Research Findings Compared with the Literature 

 Introduction. The literature review presented 10 program planning models 

pertinent to continuing professional education. Each listed what the author considered 

the elements of program planning from their unique perspective, which in most cases, 

was not CPE conferencing in particular, but adult education programs in general. It is 

important to remember that the models cited appeared to either be created from the 

author’s knowledge and experience, or were reviews of other’s models and a new one 

was created by combining a variety of existing ones. Of the 10 models, the Pennington & 

Green (1976, p. 17) model (see Figure 6) was the only one created using grounded 

theory research and identified populations which included program planners in the 

professional arenas of “business administration, educational administration, law, 

teaching, social work and medicine” (1976, p. 15). Although the very large field of 

medical continuing professional education was not targeted in this research as it is a 



202 
 

field unto itself, no other studies were found that asked professional planners what 

elements of planning they actually utilized in their planning process. 

 The models used for comparison included those by Tyler (1970), Houle (1980), 

Knowles (1980), Nadler & Nadler (1987), Cervero (1989) and Sork & Buskey (1986), 

Nowlen (1988), Sork (2000), Caffarella (2002), Pennington & Green (1976), and the 

ADDIE model (ASTD, 2010). These are discussed in depth in the literature review and 

will be referenced repeatedly in the discussion that follows.  

 Theory and models are important tools in all fields, but theory and models may 

be different from what actually happens in practice. Practice research is thus important. 

The research reported herein used grounded theory and a constructivist orientation 

utilizing focus group methods with a very specific group of practitioners. The findings 

create a description of the elements that the association-type continuing professional 

education association conference planners in the study are currently utilizing. The words 

currently utilizing are very important and purposefully used to describe this research 

since change was a theme running through many if not most of the discussions. Change 

was seen to have a big impact especially around the application of technology and social 

media. Findings of a similar study may be different in practice a few years hence as 

continuing change may bring new elements to the forefront. Even so, how do the 

findings of this practice research compare with the nine theoretical models and the one 

model, Pennington & Green(1976), derived from similar grounded research? 

 The literature-cited models contain a wide variety of elements with considerable 

variability in wording. These elements require some interpretation. The challenge in this 

section of this research report is to make the comparison of findings with literature 

relevant, succinct, and useful. Some overall observations are pertinent before the 

element-by-element comparisons are delineated. 

• Many elements identified in the research are clearly represented in the literature.  
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• Some research elements are not described in the literature. 

• The literature describes only one element that was not also discovered in this 

study, the element of ethics, which could be argued, is not a planning element, 

but an overarching professional element. Perhaps it has more to do with 

professionalism than project planning in the form of CPE. 

• The separation of elements into different categories of CPE-related, business-

related and the third and separate category of venue is a new perspective not 

evident in the literature.  

The discussion that follows, comparing the research findings with the literature, will 

follow the order previously used in describing the research findings. That is, the following 

discussion will be ordered utilizing the three overarching categories and their sub-

categories.  

 In summary of the findings, the elements identified in this research easily sorted 

themselves first into two categories, those that were related to CPE and those most 

closely related to business. The third category, venue, has tremendous impact on a 

number of the CPE-elements such as program design, engagement and member 

benefits, and certainly also impacts key business elements including budget and 

logistics, among others. Because it impacted both other categories, venue was put into a 

category by itself. It should be noted that the focus group participants did not make a 

distinction or identify these three main categories of elements during the discussions. 

The separation into these three categories is a construct that developed from the 

analysis of the data providing a way to explain practice and confirms that the business of 

adult education through continuing professional education conferencing is an important 

feature of this type of adult education practice. No one comment explains the business 

impact of association conferences better than this quote from Faye,  
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I was … 12 years in the trade association, hired for their annual 

convention and trade show which made the association operate in the 

black, the one month of the year we had it; we used that money the other 

11 months. [The conference attracted] 8,000 people, 350 exhibiting 

companies, [an] education platform, [all in a] 3 day event in Boston. What 

was always the best thing is when it came in better than budget since the 

24 people on the payroll were hanging on my head to make sure they had 

another year of employment. 

CPE impacts many people, and it is big business in associations, thus confirming an 

earlier premise.  

 It was quite challenging to compare the elements that emerged in this research 

with the 10 program planning models reported in the review of literature as each cited 

model approached from differing perspectives. First, the Tyler model (1970) is the oldest 

model and primarily addresses the idea of setting measureable objectives. The Nadler & 

Nadler (1987) and Nowlen (1988) models were more based in practical application. 

Pennington & Green (1976) developed their model based on grounded theory research 

with practicing professionals, and the ADDIE (ASTD, 2010) model was developed as a 

tool for training, a similar but different construct from conferencing. Caffarella (2002) 

evaluated numerous existing models and fashioned them into a comprehensive overall 

model with many parts; it is a more complex model than the others. Cervero, Sork, and 

Caffarella each continue to research in the field, but seem to each focus on particular 

niches. The research reported in this study could also be described as a niche area for 

research.  

 Thus, there was a challenge in how to perceptually compare the findings with 

these highly varied models. The approach taken was to literally map the elements of 

every model to the elements identified in the findings of this research. The following 
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narrative examines each element identified in the focus group research with the 

collective mapping of all of the models to that one element. The models often had a 

logical and direct mapping to an element. 

 CPE elements. The first set of findings to be compared with the literature are the 

CPE-related elements of (1) goals & objectives, (2) program design, (3) needs 

assessment, (4) target audience / generations, (5) evaluation, (6) engagement, (7) 

member benefits / mission, (8) adult education, and (9) accreditation. These will be 

addressed in the order given.  

 (1) Goals & objectives mapped specifically to the models by Tyler (1970), Houle 

(1980), Knowles (1984), Cervero (1989) and Sork & Buskey (1986), Nowlen (1987), 

Sork (2000), and Caffarella (2002). This element was strongly represented in the study 

and is strongly supported in the literature.  

 (2) Program design is an overarching term and includes agenda, content, format, 

delivery, networking, relevancy, speakers, and timing. It represents a collective idea. 

Likewise the models cited support this collectivity with many statements in individual 

models fitting into this element. Tyler perhaps said it best, “How can educational 

experiences be effectively organized?” (Tyler, 1970, p. 1). Knowles called it “designing a 

comprehensive program” to which he dedicated an entire chapter in the Modern Practice 

of Adult Education (Knowles, 1980, p. 127). Caffarella’s model included these headings: 

sorting and prioritizing program ideas, design instructional plan, design transfer of 

learning plan, and selecting formats and schedules which all fit into this element as 

detailed by the focus groups” (2002, p. 21). All of the models in the literature support this 

element and there is general agreement as to what it means.  

 (3) Needs assessment is the third element identified by this research. Six models 

cited from the literature directly support this element including Knowles (1980), Cervero 

(1989) and Sork & Buskey model (1986), Nowlen (1988), Sork (2000), Caffarella (2002), 
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and ADDIE (ASTD, 2010). Sork (2000) calls it formative evaluation and Caffarella (2002) 

includes needs assessment as part of her model’s element of “identifying program ideas” 

(Caffarella, 2002, p. 23). Needs assessment is well supported in the literature.  

 (4) Target audience / generations is the fourth element identified by the focus 

groups in the CPE-related category. This element was not mentioned in the models cited 

in the literature with the exception of Caffarella who incudes it under the heading of 

“preparing budgets and marketing plan,” where it appears in a table detailing sub-points 

(2002, p. 24). As in Caffarella (2002), this element is likely related to the business 

element of marketing, but it is also directly correlated with the continuing professional 

education needs of that target audience and has an impact on overall program from that 

perspective. Further, in associations it can be somewhat separate from needs 

assessment which has to do with members’ overall needs whereas target audience in 

this sense focuses on the segment(s) within that larger group to which the program will 

appeal and specifically whom it is designed to serve. There was consistent concern 

voiced in these focus groups related to serving generationally different members’ needs 

and meeting differing expectations of those generational groups. Thus the word, 

generations, has been connected to this element to highlight this persistent viewpoint. 

Generational differences among target audiences was not addressed in the literature; 

perhaps this is because most of the models were formulated before there was a body of 

knowledge concerning the needs of Generations X or Millennials as mentioned in these 

discussions.  A review of the literature on the importance of generational differences in 

instruction was conducted by Reeves and supports this point (2008). 

 (5) Evaluation was the fifth element identified in the focus groups. Every model 

cited in the literature directly referenced evaluation.  

 (6) Engagement was the sixth element identified by the focus groups in their 

discussions. Although the cited models used words like ‘hold the program,’ it might be 
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assumed that engagement would mean the same thing, but engagement as the focus 

groups discussed it is something else and no model addressed it. The context was 

literally getting people actively involved and participating not just at the event, but with 

the organization. The event was a means to that end for the organization. It included 

getting people to register and attend, as well as people-to-people interaction in the 

educational programming, but also during breaks and social events. Even golf is an 

example of programming to the purpose of engagement among attendees. This may be 

an element specific to association CPE. 

 (7) Member benefits / mission was the sixth element that surfaced in the focus 

group discussions. Four of the cited models address the ideas of context and 

community, and these included Knowles (1980), Cervero (1989) and Sork & Buskey 

(1986) model, Sork (2000), and Caffarella (2002). Knowles (1980, pp. 66-72) is perhaps 

the most astute in referring to it as the organizational climate, which the respondents 

clearly identified in this research. Knowles’ description of organizational climate, “to meet 

…needs and achieve…goals” can be directly related to mission as it was utilized by the 

respondents in this research (Knowles, 1980, p. 66). Knowles (1980) did not address 

association type organizations, but limited his discussion to universities, health and 

welfare agencies, and public schools. Yet, for the purposes of this study and comparison 

with the literature, perhaps Knowles’ (1980) description of organizational climate and its 

importance resonates with the findings of this study, that meeting professionals 

recognize the need to pay attention to the mission of the organization. In addition to the 

models, the importance of mission was also supported in the literature in the 7 Measures 

of Success study. Of the seven elements identified in that study, one specifically says, 

“Alignment of products and services with mission” (ASAE & The Center for Association 

Leadership, 2006, p. 2).  
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 (8) Adult education was mentioned as an element by focus group participants 

within the context of applying good adult education practice, but it was an element with 

fairly minor mention. Although we understand that all of the models cited are part of the 

collective literature on adult education, only Knowles (1980) specified it by name in his 

model. Perhaps good adult education practice was such an underlying assumption that 

the adult education writers whose models have been selected and cited embedded their 

models squarely on its foundation but did not include it as a separate element.  

 (9) Accreditation as an element was very important to those association planners 

whose target audiences’ needed CEUs as a member benefit. For those planners for 

whom this element is pertinent, it may represent considerable effort depending on the 

scope of the application and award process. It is not surprising that this element 

surfaced among association planners since their organization serves specific types of 

workers or professions who may or may not have licensure or certification requirements. 

None of the models mentioned this element.  

 Business elements. The second set of findings to be compared with the 

literature are the business-related elements of (I) budget, (II) marketing, (III) logistics 

including food & beverage, (IV) exhibitors, (V) technology, (VI) research, (VII) vendors 

and negotiation, (VIII) contingency, (IX) green, (X) staffing and volunteers, (XI) return on 

investment (ROI), (XII) corporate social responsibility, and (XIII) international attendees. 

These will be addressed in order. However, it is important to mention that three of the 

models, those by Knowles (1980), Cervero (1989) and Sork & Buskey (1986), and Sork 

(2000), utilized an overall category of administration which is interpreted to include 

business type elements.  

 (I) Budget was the strongest element that emerged among the business 

elements and was referenced in planning models by Knowles (1980), Nadler & Nadler 

(1987), Cervero (1989) and Sork & Buskey (1986), Nowlen (1988), and Caffarella 
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(2002). All of these models directly used the word budget. Budget as an element was 

strongly supported in the literature.  

 (II) Marketing was the second business element emerging from the research and 

the models by Knowles (1980), Nadler & Nadler (1987), Cervero (1989) and Sork & 

Buskey (1986), and Caffarella (2002) all also contained marketing as one of the 

elements in their models. This element was supported in the literature.  

 (III) Logistics was the third element emerging from this research. Nadler & Nadler 

(1987), while not calling it logistics, listed several items that would be included under a 

topic called logistics. These included meeting and function rooms, AV, food & beverage, 

transportation, entertainment and registration. The Cervero (1989) and Sork & Buskey 

(1986) model, and Caffarella (2002) also included a logistically-related element in their 

models. This element was supported in the literature.  

 (IV) Exhibitors were the fourth business-related element that emerged and only 

Nadler & Nadler’s (1987) model referenced exhibits. This represents an element 

perhaps mostly new to the literature.  

 Technology (V) was the fifth element, (VI) research was the sixth, (VII) vendors 

and negotiation the seventh, (VIII) contingency the eighth, and (IX) greening events the 

ninth. None of these elements appeared in any of the models cited. These elements 

were not supported in the literature.  

 (X) Staffing and volunteers was the tenth element and was only addressed by 

Caffarella (2002) in her model.  

 (XI) Return on investment (ROI) was the eleventh element and it seems 

reasonable to relate it to reporting, as addressed in the models by Knowles (1980) and 

Caffarella (2002). Thus, the element of ROI that emerged from the research is similar 

enough to the model description of reporting to consider this element supported.  
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 The final elements of (XII) corporate social responsibility and (XIII) international 

attendees were not mentioned in any of the models and were thus not supported in the 

literature.  

 Venue. Knowles (1984), Nadler & Nadler (1987), and Nolen’s (1988) models all 

referenced site or facilities, thus falling into the element of venue, the third overarching 

category that emerged from this research. As previously described, venue was 

mentioned by all focus groups within the first 10 elements identified. It was designated 

the third overarching category and stands alone because it has implications relating to 

CPE elements as well as business elements, with program design and budget the two 

most important sub-elements, respectively. Noting its importance as it emerged from this 

research, venue was only partially supported in the literature.  

 Elements in the adult education planning models but not in the research. 

Only two elements were identified from the 10 models cited in the literature review that 

were not discussed during the research. Sork (2000) discussed ethics and made it an 

important feature of his model. Three parts of the six parts of the Pennington & Green 

(1976) model were not captured in any of the elements emerging from this research. 

These were: 1. Originating the idea, 2. Developing the idea, and 3. making a 

commitment. (1976, p. 17), and these actions would seem to precede in time most of the 

elements that surfaced in this research. Actually, originating the idea may conflict with 

the notion of needs assessment as it is practiced today, however, the Pennington & 

Green (1976) research was some time ago and it is possible that the application of 

needs assessment processes as practiced today, is an evolution of practice. From this 

perspective, it is perhaps not an outlier at all.  

 Summary of elements as supported in the literature. The purpose of this 

section is to compare the program planning elements that practicing meeting planning 

professionals in associations utilized and considered most important with the 10 
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planning models reviewed in the literature for this project. From the research, three 

overarching categories of elements emerged including continuing professional education 

elements, business elements, both with multiple sub-elements, and venue as a stand-

alone element. This section summarizes the research elements found compared to the 

literature. If half or more than half of the 10 models in the literature mentioned or 

supported the discovered element, the element was deemed strongly supported. 

Mention or support in the literature of less than five but more than zero have been 

deemed supported. Elements not identified in the literature at all were listed as not 

supported. See Table 19: Elements as Supported in the Literature. The narrative to 

discuss this table follows.  

• The following CPE-elements were strongly supported in the literature: (1) goals & 

objectives, (2) program design, (3) needs assessment, and (5) evaluation.  

These elements were supported in the literature: (4) target audience / 

generations, (7) member benefits / mission, and (8) adult education. These 

elements were not supported: (6) engagement, (9) accreditation.  

• Only one business-related element was strongly supported in the literature and 

that was (I) budget. The following elements were supported in the literature: (II) 

marketing, (III) logistics, (IV) exhibitors, (X) staffing and volunteers, and (XI) 

return on investment. These elements were not supported: (V) technology, (VI) 

research, (VII) vendors and negotiation, (VIII) contingency, (IX) greening events, 

(XII) corporate social responsibility, and (XIII) international attendees.  

• The overarching category of venue was supported in the literature.  
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Table 19: Elements as Supported in the Literature 

 

Research Findings and the Concepts of Change and Strategy 

 The review of literature included a section addressing strategic planning, the 

concept of change, diffusion of innovation, and strategic planning models. The 

researcher’s practice experience suggested that these concepts might arise within the 

focus group discussions. This is based on the notion that CPE is a process as well as a 

product. Some findings are relevant to these topics and are discussed below.  

 Change was an underlying theme throughout each of the focus groups. When 

the elements identified were additionally coded for this concept, it appeared as a 

descriptor or perhaps more correctly, motivator, in about 20% of the elements identified. 
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Most of the discussion on change had to do with the impact of technological change, but 

budget imperatives such as reducing cost, as well as changing program design to 

accommodate more networking were also identified. Brager and Holloway (1978) 

identified three types of organizational change, one of which was technology and they 

suggested that this type of change would be significantly impactful. The findings of this 

study tend to agree. Technology was the face of change in these discussions, and every 

group discussed technological changes.  

 Other insights on change come from Malcolm Gladwell (2002) who suggests that 

some ideas can be described as sticky or contagious, and that it matters who suggests 

these ideas. Two of the elements identified in this study may be examples of this. They 

are the concept of green and of corporate social responsibility. These ideas are relatively 

new, currently well represented in the trade literature. A search on the member-only 

section of the MPI website reveals hundreds of articles, webinars, case studies, white 

papers, and audio and video resources on these topics. One wonders if the ideas of 

green and CSR have caught on because MPI, a highly regarded organization, has 

suggested them? Are these ideas sticky? (Does the notion of greening your meeting 

simply resonate?) Does promotion by MPI, a highly respected organization make them 

catch on? We don’t know this without further research, but there is a possibility that this 

may be true. Perhaps we can consider the adoption curve (Rogers, 1983) and suggest 

that these ideas are now into the early majority as suggested by this research where 

some were doing and more were considering – and all understood the concepts without 

having to define them.  

 The literature review also looked at organizational change (Simerly, 1987), but 

ideas on that topic did not arise in the findings. It is possible that since this study focused 

on the process/product of CPE conferences, that the scope of the study limited the 

discussion from addressing the larger topic, organizational perspectives. The 7 
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Measures of Success study found three categories, within which there were seven 

characteristics that informed organizational success. Of these, (2) “Alignment of 

Products and Services with Mission,” and (4) “Dialog and Engagement” were elements 

identified in this this study’s findings (ASAE & The Center for Association Leadership, 

2006, p. 2). These were discussed earlier when the research findings were discussed 

one by one. 

 In summary, some of the ideas on strategic planning and change appeared to 

surface among the findings. A background understanding of these ideas and 

perspectives informed the researcher’s perspectives during the analysis of the data. 

Some Practical Process Challenges and Their Implications  

 It was a challenge to rate the planning elements on the following scale (1) most 

important, (2) moderately important, and (3) least important when the discussants were 

originally asked to list the most important elements in continuing professional education 

conference planning in the first place. During the course of the focus groups, the 

researcher developed the following explanation of this process, which seemed to work to 

help the respondents rate their elements. “We know that everything [that you listed] here 

is really important. But now I’d like to know how important each of these really important 

things is by rating them from one to three. It’s possible to say this really is the same as 

that and move items. I’m looking for consensus as much as possible through sometimes 

we won’t come to consensus.” 

 At the conclusion of each focus group, the researcher and the transcriptionist 

discussed the practical experience of implementing the group. This conversation was 

recorded and later transcribed by the researcher. Each group was quite different from 

the others. With one group as an exception, there were occasional silences. That group 

talked a lot more and a lot faster, challenging the transcriptionist. The action of 

typewriting caused some clicking sounds that were picked up by the recording, but it did 
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not seem to interfere with discussion. The transcriptionist observed that one group in 

particular appeared less individually engaged. This was a group that did not start on time 

and in which people joined late, after the request to refrain from multitasking had been 

issued. The headsets and technology worked well on every call. Transcripts were 

delivered within a few days of the conclusion of the group and were exceptionally 

accurate when checked against the recording.  

 Participants were sometimes multitasking including eating, and in some cases, 

when attention to the discussion appeared to wane, were perhaps also attending to 

email or some other distraction. When the eating became obvious, the researcher made 

a joke that now we were all thirsty because we heard a soda can open. This was an 

effective method to reduce noise interference. Multitasking could not be stopped, but 

only discouraged by request.  

 There were several instances where scheduled participants cancelled at the last 

minute or simply did not attend. There were also a few instances where potential 

subjects accepted the invitation, then backed out. However, the number of participants, 

whether the minimum of three or maximum of six, really did not seem to appreciably 

impact the quality of the call based on the discussions that actually took place. This was 

surprising. 

 Despite every effort to inform participants at initial recruiting, in the informed 

consent document, verbally at the head set test, and in writing in the email prior to the 

start of the group, some participants started by introducing themselves by full name and 

organization. When this happened, the researcher gently interrupted and explained that 

we wanted to keep these things confidential so that people could speak freely. This 

limited the breach as much as possible to the initial speaker only.   



216 
 

Summary of the Process and Findings 

 In order to answer the research questions, 40 participants were recruited and 

participated in eight, separate, online focus group discussions held from 22 June 2011, 

through 24 August 2011. Subjects were recruited from the membership of Meeting 

Professionals International (MPI) and called in order based on a random numbers 

program, Research Randomizer (Urbaniak & Plous, 2011), applied to a list of over 2,000 

potential participants. Subjects were limited to MPI planner members with the 

designations of Certified Meeting Professional (CMP) and/or the CMM, Certificate in 

Meeting Management, both achievement credentials that confirm their experience and 

knowledge of meeting and event planning. The potential list was limited to association 

type planners rather than corporate planners as the style of planning is quite different 

between these two major types. 

 Participants were prepared for their focus groups through a short interview, 

answering any questions they might have, and provision of the university approved 

informed consent document delivered by email. Verbal approval was requested and 

received according to university approved policy. An incentive as well as a tool to be 

used during the online discussions, a headset with microphone was purchased by the 

researcher and mailed to each participant and once received, tested on the 

GoToMeeting online platform to ensure the equipment worked, that GoToMeeting was 

accessible on their computer, and that they became familiar with how to use both 

GoToMeeting and the headset.  

 About three working days prior to the focus group into which they were 

scheduled, an email was sent to each participant with the semantic differential survey 

and the questions that we would discuss on the focus group call. Surveys were 

requested to be returned before the call was to take place. The purpose of the survey 

and the questioning route was to stimulate and focus participants’ thinking.  
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 Following the focus groups, the transcriptionist forwarded the transcript to the 

researcher and these were compared with the recordings and edited for accuracy. The 

spreadsheets of elements created in each focus group were augmented with the results 

of contributions subsequently received by email from participants. These included what 

the participant thought was the most important thing said in the discussion, as well as 

anything a participant felt has not been said during the group and wished to add. These 

spreadsheets, with each element identified by a rating of one, two, or three signifying 

importance, were then coded into primary and secondary categories which were used to 

sort the spreadsheet by importance and code.  

 Transcripts and spreadsheets were read and re-read. Then each spreadsheet 

was literally cut apart by element and joined to the original transcript discussion that 

created it as well as to the discussion pertinent to its rating of one, two, or three. This 

was done for every focus group, for every element. Then, the researcher grouped these 

topical findings into piles where the intent of the element matched or corresponded with 

the elements from other focus groups as coded. Since the spreadsheets and transcripts 

were printed on colored paper by focus group it was easy to identify the group from 

which it originated and understand the context of the discussion, especially if it was a 

complex discussion with multiple elements discussed at once as was often the case. In 

addition to the use of colored paper, all transcripts were line numbered making it easy to 

trace back to the conversation in context as well as to quote accurately. Additionally, the 

focus groups were named by alphabetical letter, A through H for eight groups, and 

pseudonyms were issued to each participant so that they could be quoted (and again 

backtracked) to the group in which they participated. That is Faye was in Focus Group F 

and Ginny in Focus Group G, and so forth.  

 Results were reported both by elements identified by each focus group, and also 

by examining which elements were identified for each questioning route question. This 
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process provided insight into the importance of the elements, the context in which they 

were mentioned in the full discussion, as well as how they may have surfaced repeatedly 

when probing for “challenging” or “changing” elements.  

 Twenty-three element groupings eventually emerged from the original 181 

elements cumulatively identified by the groups. Three overarching elements also 

emerged from this list. Overarching elements in the continuing professional education 

needs of people (CPE-elements) category are as follows, in order by intensity and depth 

of discussion: (1) goals & objectives, (2) program design, (3) needs assessment, (4) 

target audience with a sub-grouping focusing on generational segments, (5) evaluation, 

(6) engagement, (7) member benefits, (8) adult education and (9) accreditation (CEUs). 

Business-related elements included (I) budget, (II) marketing, (III) logistics, (IV) 

exhibitors, (V) technology, (VI) research, (VII) vendors and negotiation, (VIII) 

contingency, (IX) green, (X) staffing and volunteers, (XI) return on investment (ROI), 

(XII) corporate social responsibility, and (XIII) international attendees. Venue emerged 

as a stand-alone element that was also a category unto itself.  

 These elements were compared with the literature and comparisons were made 

using the following scale. If half or more than half of the 10 models in the literature 

mentioned or supported the discovered element, the element was deemed strongly 

supported. Mention or support in the literature of less than five but more than zero have 

been deemed supported. Models not identified in the literature at all were listed as not 

supported.  

 The following CPE-elements were strongly supported in the literature (1) goals & 

objectives, (2) program design, (3) needs assessment, (5) evaluation,  These elements 

were supported in the literature (4) target audience, member benefits / mission, and (8) 

adult education. These elements were not supported (6) engagement, (9) accreditation.  
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 Only one business-related element was strongly supported in the literature and 

that was (I) budget. The following elements were supported in the literature (II) 

marketing, (III) logistics, (IV) exhibitors, (X) staffing and volunteers, and (XI) return on 

investment. These elements were not supported: (V) technology, (VI) research, (VII) 

vendors and negotiation, (VIII) contingency, (IX) greening events, (XII) corporate social 

responsibility, and (XIII) international attendees.  

 The overarching category of venue was supported in the literature. 

Answering the Research Questions 

 Three research questions were asked and will be answered in order.  

 What elements were identified? The original research question was “What 

program planning elements do meeting planning professionals consider in their process 

of creating and delivering a continuing professional education conference?” There were 

181 original elements that surfaced and were coded, and after analyses resulted in 23 

individual elements in three categories: Continuing Professional Education, Business, 

and Venue. They are listed in order of importance based on the intensity of the 

discussions around them in Table 18: Elements Identified Summary.  

 Which are the Most Important? The original question was, “What do these 

meeting planning professionals consider the most important elements?” From deep 

analysis of the discussions, the most important elements identified are as follows: 

 Most important CPE-Elements 

o Goals & objectives 

o Program Design 

o Needs Assessment 

o Target Audience / Generations 

 Most important business- elements 

o Budget 



220 
 

o Marketing 

o Logistics including food & beverage 

 Venue was an element important to all and also a stand-alone category as it has 

important implications for the other two categories.  

 What are the Top Three Elements? The exact question was, “Of all the 

program planning elements listed and rated, which three do meeting planning 

professionals concur are the most important for a successful conference?” The three 

most important are goals & objectives, budget and venue.  

Association Conference Planning Model -- A Model from Research and Practice 

 This model, see Figure 12: Association Conference Planning Model, combines 

the findings from this small group of practitioners with the researcher’s years of practice. 

The research only sought to identify elements that practicing professionals were using. 

They were ordered in the findings according to the strength of their identification among 

the focus groups. The research did not seek to determine an order to practice. The 

ordering and relationships indicated in this model include all of the elements included in 

the findings, ordered by the practice experience of the writer. 

 This model has a definite order; it is a linear model with a beginning and end. 

Conference projects do indeed have a beginning and end. Additionally, some things 

have to be decided before other things but that does not mean that one element is not 

revisited many times during the program development process. For instance, the venue 

for the 2015 Annual Meeting may have already been contracted by 2011, with budget, 

goals and objectives, as well as other elements projected from current practice and 

experience. So, while this model is linear, envision it as a rather circular process, where 

the end informs the next beginning, since many association meetings happen annually. 
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 However, caution is strongly suggested. Conferences are complex projects and 

meeting professionals usually have project plans and lists that are far more complex 

than this conceptual map. This model is not prescriptive, but descriptive of the process 

as a means of providing a perspective on the elements identified in this research. The 

best advice for becoming a professional meeting planner and adult educator is to study 

both, incorporating the best learning in each arena into practice – to the benefit of the 

organization’s mission, membership and target audience, which are the overarching 

drivers.  

 This model rests on those drivers: mission, membership to be served and the 

specific target audience designated for the particular conference. It is divided into three 

categories on the far left of this swim lane diagram: Continuing Professional Education 

(CPE), Business, and Venue, but is influenced by other vectors which, as identified by 

this research, include ongoing research for both project and the learning of the meeting 

professional, current trends including the greening of meetings and corporate social 

responsibility, and the needs of any special attendees, such as international registrants. 

Note that the three most important elements as identified the findings are identified goals 

& objectives, budget, and venue.  

 The CPE focused elements start with needs assessment, which will identify if 

accreditation or CEUs are pertinent for this group. Goals & objectives are the most 

important element followed by program design which is supported and influenced by 

good adult education practice. The next element is engagement which includes both 

engagement with learning as well as engagement with the organization and other 

members; networking is a part of this concept. 

 Budget is the most important of the business elements, followed by marketing. 

Logistics, staffing & volunteers, technology, and vendors (such as transportation or web-

registration contractors) are all listed in a group as they are more or less equal in 
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importance in the planning of a program and are likely to be given somewhat equal 

attention, depending on the program. Exhibitors and sponsors are actually an income 

source, so they impact budget as an input. Later they are related to the CPE element of 

engagement. Much networking is planned for exhibit halls.  

 Two elements cross over all three categories. These are contingency planning as 

crises could erupt in any or all of them. For instance one program design sub-element is 

speakers. What if the major speaker became ill and had to cancel at the last minute? 

Does the program committee have a stand-in? In the business category, you might not 

make enough income on registration fees to make budget. Does the organization have 

enough reserves to make up the shortfall? An earthquake or fire could impact venue. Is 

there another place to meet or is there a plan in place in case the program has to be 

postponed and rescheduled?  

 Likewise, evaluation plans cross over all three categories as program educational 

success (hopefully this includes a measure of learning attainment), return on investment 

(budget reports), and venue all should be evaluated. Data from all evaluations should 

circle back and inform the next project.  

 The lines on this diagram show interconnections. Budget impacts the following 

CPE elements: goals & objectives, program design and engagement. Goals & objectives 

impact marketing, logistics, staffing & volunteers, and technology. Exhibitors & sponsors 

have an influence on engagement, and since program design and engagement are 

related, on program design as well. Venue is related to both goals & objectives and 

budget and determine the parameters of what follows in each lane of the diagram 

including program design, engagement in the CPE category, marketing, logistics, 

staffing and volunteers, technology, and may determine vendors needed. For instance, 

is the venue so large and confusing that staff and/or volunteers, or perhaps even 

temporary staff must be hired to help attendees find their way from one place to 
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another?  Exhibitors and sponsors are the only element perhaps not directly related to 

venue, though the choice of location may encourage more exhibitors (and thus revenue 

to the program) if the location is such that many potential vendors have sales forces in 

the region making it less costly for them to attend.  

 In summary, this model is meant to be explanatory, rather than prescriptive. It is 

provided as a means to help describe the findings as well as help the reader understand 

it more clearly. 

Insights 
 The elements. The most important conclusion relates to the findings and 

classification of the elements. Some of the elements identified in this study were 

supported in the literature to some degree, but some were new. Only two elements 

identified in the review of literature did not surface in the findings, ethics, and some parts 

of the Pennington & Green (1976) model, which perhaps have been subsumed in newer 

thinking and description. Please refer to Table 19: Elements as Supported in the 

Literature.  

 It is not surprising that some elements were strongly supported, some supported, 

that is, were found in a few models, and some elements found in the research were not 

found in the literature. To a smaller extent, only two elements in the literature were not 

identified in this research. As has been suggested throughout this research report, the 

theoretical field of adult education and the practice field of continuing professional 

education conferencing do not seem to be very well linked. The practice manuals offered 

by the meetings professions industry noted in the literature review barely cite the adult 

education literature, and no participants in this group of research subjects had an 

educational background in adult education, except the researcher. However, this is a 

practice field and perhaps we can be encouraged that there are findings which do 

indeed overlap with the literature.   
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 Of the nine CPE-related elements, only two were not supported. However among 

the 13 in the business-related elements, nine were not supported. This may not be 

terribly surprising in the sense that CPE literally has the word ‘education’ in it and the 

models selected were from the education literature. However, if CPE and business are 

integrated parts of conference planning, should there be models that incorporate 

business elements to a greater extent? 

 Recruiting. Recruiting was an important part of this research and took a 

seemingly inordinate amount of time, was very challenging, and some of the 

recommendations for further research, described later in this chapter, center around the 

process itself as well as who eventually became subjects. Recruiting could perhaps be 

likened to cold calling by a sales person, trying to convince people to, in this case, 

contribute some valuable time for this research. While it became more systematic with 

practice, the call and email protocols were strictly followed. The only way that perhaps 

this process may have been able to go faster, would have been to spend more time at it 

each day.  

 Planner type. Segregating the list of potential subjects by only accepting 

association planners proved to be a wise decision. In recruiting participants the 

researcher originally called every name on the list in order, asking each person if they 

were an association or another type of planner. Soon the researcher found this could be 

determined by referencing the potential participant’s company or organization website. 

For some, however, it was unclear whether their work was with an association and thus 

discussions were necessary. Additionally, a number of those who actually participated 

had either been corporate planners in the past, or currently worked for a third-party 

planner and served both sectors. While not a feature of this research, comments made 

during recruitment or by those who had served both sectors support the initial idea that 

association and corporate planning is different in key aspects. The clearest example is 
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the element of budget. Associations depend on the willingness of the individual or the 

individual’s company to elect to spend money and commit time to attendance, whereas 

corporate planners mandate attendance and budget. Corporate planners don’t have to 

worry about will they come? With budget emerging as one of the most important 

elements identified in this study, segregation of these two common types of planners 

and limiting this study to only one type, is thus supported as a pertinent condition 

delimiting target subjects. 

 Job titles. Job titles among the participants in this study did not, as expected, 

describe job level. In common practice, the job titles of manager, director, and vice 

president are generally assumed to represent a hierarchy where the manager is a lower 

position to a director, and director is a subordinate position to a vice president. When job 

duties and direct-reports as identifiers were compared against job titles among the 

participants in this study, there were instances were a manager had much higher level 

duties and perhaps more direct reports than a vice president. The conclusion is that job 

titles in this study did not generally imply a hierarchy of function, management or 

leadership.  

 Purpose of the semantic differential survey. The utilization of the semantic 

differential survey provided the hoped-for focusing of thought and thus preparation of 

subjects prior to the actual focus group discussion. Distributed a few days before the 

scheduled focus group, it seemed to provide a successful means of stimulating thinking. 

There was no apparent direct connection between a phrase in the semantic differential 

and the findings of a particular element as no participant referred directly to it in naming 

elements. This suggests that the semantic differential was useful to stimulate thinking 

but did not contribute directly to the naming of a particular element and thus, in itself, 

prejudice findings by suggestion. The semantic differential items were generated from 

the literature as noted in Appendix C: Semantic Differential.  
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 Adult education practice. Good adult and continuing education practice was 

found to represent a rather minor direct mention in this research’s findings. However, the 

element of goals & objectives to drive the continuing professional education conference 

was one of the three most important single elements identified in this research. Goals & 

objectives, considering them a part of the adult education literature, has found a home in 

CPE conferencing and is part of the common language of planners. The concept of 

andragogy was not mentioned once by any participant. However, engagement is a part 

of an andragogical approach to adult education and thus this element is related, in the 

same fashion as goals & objectives are related, to adult education literature. Thus while 

adult education practice insights can be found among the research findings, the element 

directly referencing adult education practice was not one of the stronger elements 

identified.  

 Engagement. Continuing from the above topic, an adult education professional 

would expect the element of engagement to mean learning engagement, either as 

formal or informal learning. However, as it surfaced in this research, engagement 

represents several different but related concepts, suggesting that the explanation of 

what is meant by engagement be carefully described and supported.  Let us start with 

the association literature to form a prior research basis for how engagement is perceived 

from an association organizational context.  

 Engagement is referenced in the association literature. It is literally one of The 7 

Measures of Success identified by the book of the same name. In that reference, it is 

termed, “dialog and engagement” (ASAE & The Center for Association Leadership, 

2006, p. 2). We must remember that the 7 Measures study was looking at organizational 

and thus staff characteristics. Their definition describes dialog and engagement as 

characterized by “a close-knit, consistent culture where all employees not only receive 

the same script…but also see the potential to contribute to a blockbuster production” 
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(ASAE and The Center for Association Leadership, 2006, p. 44). Engagement as found 

in this research is related to both the adult education perspective and the association 

perspective.  

 A careful analysis utilizing the data-driven approach suggested by Boyatzis 

(1998) was conducted regarding the concept of engagement. To uncover the similarities 

and differences around the notion of engagement a search on all transcripts was 

completed focusing on two words, engage (so that all forms were captured) and network 

which is a related action term used by the participants. In this search the word network 

was found three-to-one over engagement. Codes, grounded in participants’ words, were 

developed to describe the different perspectives in usage as their words were recorded 

in the transcripts. Part of this effort was simply to clarify some industry jargon. The 

issues of networking and engagement are intertwined and closely related. Very simply 

put, networking is a tool to achieve engagement, but different types of engagement were 

identified.  

 The word engagement was used in a variety of ways and coded into the following 

categories and the number of times the concept was discussed is noted. These were 

networking (11 discussions), engagement with content including learning from others as 

well as speakers (5 discussions), balancing the program between content and 

networking (6 discussions), and engagement with the organization (4 discussions).  

The use of new technology tools such as social media was frequently mentioned since 

they offer new ways of both networking and engaging.  

 Perhaps the following quotes may provide an insight on these ideas. Faye 

described the need to create balance between education and networking, calling it “more 

white space” indicating that program design now had to include literally more time for 

participants to check their voice and emails, paying attention to the work at the office that 

did not stop just because they were at a conference. She indicated that by providing 
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more “white space” participants may stay engaged with education, trusting that they 

would have time for business imperatives. Elinore explained a bit differently,  

We’ve taken out some of our educational content and shortened the 

lengths of the keynotes and topics and brought some down to half an 

hour including Q&A to keep their attention to allow for a few more and 

longer breaks and instead of jam packing their day. We’ve recognized 

that’s really not what they want. They want more networking time. They’ll 

stay more engaged mentally [with education] if we give them time during 

the day where they know that they can catch up on the office work, 

emails, so they know they have a break. They’ll be more focused during 

the time we have them [in sessions] as opposed to scattered and only 

half there. 

 Thus, engagement had to do with networking as the most important perspective, 

but also engagement in the sense that attendees would pay attention to education and 

not be distracted with other realities of their work lives. Engagement with the 

organization as an organization, also surfaced. What did not surface was any insight into 

understanding the learning that took place as a result of engagement. Circling back to 

adult education perspectives, this suggests that there is opportunity for research in this 

arena. A recent study on constructing knowledge in conference contexts has begun this 

work, especially in the context of informal learning (Haley, Wiessner, & Robinson, 2009). 

Their New Learning research agenda includes insight into effective practices, roles, time 

for reflection in these learning situations, leadership and technology. Their research 

yielded the following result, “Data analysis revealed five different forms of engagement 

with conference content: No Response, Acknowledgement, Contemplation, 

Reaction, or Leap to a New Idea” (2009, p. 77). We must remember that the data for the 

Haley, Wiessner and Robinson study was collected from learner/participants whereas 
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the data collected in my study was from those who plan the overall conference with a 

focus on what they identify as important elements within that planning. It is thus not a 

surprise that we cannot compare the two, yet when placed against each other, both 

provide insight into the similarities and differences in the notion of engagement. This 

also provides insight into the two, not opposing, but clearly different approaches to 

engagement of the adult educator and the conference planner.  

 Technology. Specific elements including concern over the use of social media, 

changing patterns of engagement such as people both listening to a speaker while 

reading their email on a smart phone, and distribution of program details on those same 

smart phones, may be due to current technological advances. Thus the placement in 

time of this research is likely a pertinent condition to interpreting the findings. If 10 years 

from now technology has changed as we might expect based on current trends, these 

elements may no longer be pertinent and/or others may have taken their place. Change 

was a theme that emerged, though not an element in itself. As Brager and Holloway 

(1978) remind us, technological changes are part of organizational change and if 

changes become permanent, they have even greater impact. One wonders at the impact 

an ever increasing rate of technological change may have on CPE practice.  

 Summary. Since the review of the literature, and indeed the problem statement 

specifically made the case that CPE impacts people and is big business, it is very 

important to note that the coding, sorting, compiling and analysis of 181 original 

elements eventually emerged as three overarching categories with two of them logically 

falling into people-related and business related groupings. The literature is thus strongly 

supported in this finding.  

 More than half or 14 of the 23 elements emerging in this study are generally 

supported in the literature, and nine new elements not in the literature emerged. Since 

almost all of the literature cited is based on theoretical models, some of which were 
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based on the author’s personal practice, it is not surprising that when asking 

practitioners what they actually do today, quite a long time after most of the literature 

was written, some new elements emerged. The target audience proved to be 

experienced though highly varied in practice and how they learned their craft. The actual 

research practice of conducting online focus groups through virtual meetings worked 

quite well and the ensuing discussions were lively and fruitful.  

Implications 
 Participants in this study consistently referenced their membership associations 

as their leading sources for initial learning and continuing education in conference 

planning, but named on-the-job training as primary. On-the-job training and learning from 

associations is supported in the literature as described by the Bureau of Labor Statistics 

(2010-2011). Specific associations mentioned there included Meeting Professionals 

International (MPI) and the Professional Conference Management Association (PCMA). 

These organizations support and encourage study for the CMP (Certified Meeting 

Professional). Underlying MPI and PCMA among other organizations is the Convention 

Industry Council, the sponsor and legal entity for the CMP certification. Some of the 

most well-known books for study toward the CMP are Meetings and Conventions: A 

Planning Guide (McLaurin & Wykes, 2003), and Professional Meeting Management  

(Connell, Chatfield-Taylor, & Collins, 2002), as well as The Convention Industry Manual 

(Krug, 2000) which is the prime reference for the CMP exam. However, when one reads 

these manuals, they barely make reference to adult education practice with the 

exception of a chapter in Professional Meeting Management dedicated to the lifelong-

learner, specifically citing the works of Malcolm Knowles (Connell, et al., 2002). This 

implies a clear need to better connect the field of adult and continuing education with the 

association meeting planning community.  
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 During 2011, concurrent with data collection for this study, the Canadian Tourism 

Human Resource Council, working with the MPI Foundation, published Meeting and 

Business Event Competency Standards (MBECS) to, 

…provide the meeting and business event industry with a comprehensive 

description of the competencies required of industry professionals. Such 

a repository of performance and knowledge standards is essential to 

clearly outlining what is required for success at all levels in this diverse 

industry,” (Canadian Tourism Human Resource Council, 2011, pp. 6-7).  

By its title, this document, created and reviewed by leaders and practitioners worldwide, 

provides new practice data to the overall industry and represents an important new 

resource. The chapter content headings include: strategic planning, project 

management, risk management, financial management, administration, human 

resources, stakeholder management, meeting or event design, site management, 

marketing, professionalism, and communication. Some of these suggest congruence 

with the findings of this study. While outside of the scope of this project, the MBECS has 

obvious importance to continued study in this field and it is critical to reference this new 

study in this report. The creation of this report, in and of itself, documents the interest of 

a collaboration of related meeting planning organizations in further research to build 

knowledge in this field of practice. This implies that there may be a growing interest in 

this arena for future research, and perhaps collaborative research focusing on adult 

education could be suggested.  

 Meeting planning requires a great number of elements in the project plan. These 

were portrayed as strategic elements and logistical elements. Goals & objectives are an 

example of strategic elements whereas room sets are an example of logistical elements. 

While there are many of both types of elements, it was hoped that the results of this 

study would be balanced between these two types. This was accomplished as the 
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overall discussions stayed rather strategic. This may be attributed to the use of the 

semantic differential survey which helped set a strategic tone. The questioning route 

questions were open-ended and did not suggest a strategic or logistical perspective. The 

researcher was both surprised and pleased that a relative balance was maintained. 

Meeting planning can often get mired in myriad details. This implies that experienced 

association meeting planners can be both strategic as well as logistical.  

 The introductory question concerning what each participant liked best, designed 

to create a comfortable atmosphere to underlie the more important questions regarding 

elements, seemed to accomplish that goal. Additionally, it was very interesting and 

provided an insight into why participants chose this line of work. This implies that there 

may perhaps be personality traits that underlie the successful association meeting 

professional or perhaps personal characteristics necessary to become a successful one.  

 Applying a rating of one, two, or three to a list created by naming the most 

important elements in the first place, was challenging to every group. However, the 

discussions during the rating process proved enlightening. Those elements on which 

there was agreement had little if any discussion. For instance, a participant would say, 

“one” and there would be no discussion when probed. This provided strength to the 

naming of that element as a “one or most important.” Some elements had considerable 

discussion during the rating process which provided insight into the element itself. Some 

element ratings could not reach consensus and those elements were rated differently for 

reasons such as caused by varying educational needs of the association target 

audience. One clear example is the case where CEUs are only important and relevant if 

the association members need them. Another interesting discussion centered on 

contingency where the need was recognized, but an underlying belief (or perhaps wish) 

that crises would not happen seemed to impact the rating. Most elements were rated 
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one, some were rated two, and fewer yet were rated three. The implication is that indeed 

some elements are more important than others.  

 The finding of two overarching elements in association meeting planning, with a 

third connected to each of them, may be helpful to association meeting planners as they 

plan their overall strategy in approach to a conference project. It may present a fresh 

way to envision the work and balance it, or perhaps suggest a way to assign portions of 

the project plan to direct-reports. This finding has implication for practice.  

 Technological advances may create additional challenges and perhaps even new 

elements in the future. It, and the concentration on change, implies that this research 

could be replicated to identify new elements as they arise over time.  

 A constructivist approach in search of theory, grounded in practice, and through 

focus group research proved to be a rich pathway to identify one model of practice 

among the association meeting planners who participated in this study. From analysis of 

the discussions, from answers to the research questions, from a comparison of findings 

with the literature, we see emerge a snapshot  to describe the key elements which the 

practicing, accredited, association meeting planners utilized. This implies that this 

research project met its intended goal.  

Recommendations for Further Research 
 Many ideas surfaced when analyzing the data. Suggestions for potential further 

inquiry are listed below along with new questions that the findings suggest. 

• Are there any additional elements that would have emerged if more focus groups 

had been conducted?  

• Utilize the findings of this study to create a quantitative study and administer it to 

a much wider group of association meeting planners. Such a study could be used 

to verify these findings as well as seek additional elements through open-ended 
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items. The findings from a qualitative study offers the potential advantage of 

generalizability.  

• Consider more work on the notion of engagement interlacing the adult education 

perspectives regarding learning with the association perspectives of networking, 

learning, and organizational connection with its members.  

• Study the sources of adult education and related meeting planning information 

utilized by association and/or other types of meeting professionals. Utilize the 

‘bookstores’ of the key meetings associations to identify the current practice 

literature to identify gaps and suggest ways to fill those gaps. Could the adult 

education literature more fully contribute? 

• If learning in this field is supported by various membership associations, how do 

their publications and research projects influence practice? 

• The Bureau of Labor Statistics (2010-2011) information listing types of 

backgrounds and training common to meeting and event planning does not list 

professionals in adult and continuing education. This may be an area for future 

policy action designed to work toward invigorating the field of meeting and event 

planning with professionals with a background in adult and continuing education. 

• Identify and define the key differentiators between corporate and association 

planning. 

• Conduct a similar study with corporate planners to identify their elements and 

then compare the findings of that study with the findings of this one. This could 

apply to other types of planners as well. Research could address understanding 

the role of various types of planners, if they have any special needs, and how this 

research’s findings compares with their practice.  
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• Conduct a study into why association meeting professionals select this field of 

work. Identify common expertise or professional traits among them.  

• Conduct case study research around successful contingency planning. The 

suspicion is that this is a challenging element about which, at least the meeting 

planners in this study, seemed to be aware, but inexperienced. Seek successful 

practice and initiate educational programs on best practices around this 

challenging planning element.  

• Compare the findings of this study with the new Meeting and Business Event 

Competency Standards, or MBCES (Canadian Tourism Human Resource 

Council, 2011). Investigate where differences may exist within these standards 

for association type planners.  

• It would have been interesting to ask how the semantic differential impacted 

participants’ thinking and participation in the discussion. If this technique is used 

again, perhaps ask this question one day after the focus group takes place.  

• There is simply no systematic reporting, no picture of the depth, breadth, and 

scope of CPE. Develop a list of key indicators that could provide the insight into 

this vast education enterprise so that it can be understood, challenges identified, 

and education programs designed to meet those challenges.  

• The May (1998) and Wills (2001) studies involved interviews with people serving 

a variety of roles in association conference planning, and this study only 

addressed a single meeting professional. Though meeting professionals certainly 

represent a key staff role in association meeting planning, the literature clearly 

addresses the power, interests, and inter-role dynamics of various groups 

(Cervero & Wilson, 1996, 1998, 2006). This suggests that to fully understand 

association CPE, investigation into the provision of education or association 
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mission-driven CPE is complex and could better understood if all staff involved in 

supporting this function – and member volunteers who are similarly involved – be 

asked about their roles and perspectives.  

Summary 
 This project sought to study actual practice to understand it better in light of the 

literature. The subject pool was very narrow and quite small and thus the results of this 

research cannot be generalized, only described relative to the participants themselves. 

Yet, by asking essentially, “What do you do in practice?” of a group of practitioners with 

long experience and credentialed in their particular field, we get a snapshot of what is 

actually happening in the field of association meeting planning. Many of the elements 

that these current and experienced meeting planners utilized appeared somewhere in 

the adult education literature, and some also were supported in the association 

literature. The findings though, fit no one single previous model. The most important 

implications may be to provide insight into differences among meeting planning 

professionals, stimulate future research, and suggest that ways be found to better 

connect what we know about good adult education practice into the field of continuing 

professional education conferences because continuing professional education impacts 

many people, and it is big business.  
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Appendix A: Protocols 

 Securing the Subject Pool from Meeting Professionals International. 

1) Send request for support to Meeting Professionals International, a professional 

organization of which the researcher has been a member since 1995 and to which 

the PI already has access to most Members online (some Members hide their 

contact information). Discuss the request for letter of support with key staff at 

Meeting Professionals International. 

2) Confirm with the President or CEO or organization designee how consent with 

subjects will be approached; assure maintenance of confidentiality.  

a) Discuss the online nature of the interviews which will require a headset and 

access to GoToMeeting. Reaffirm that the focus groups will be recorded. 

3) Offer the executive summary, or final dissertation copy (electronic) and make a note 

of the request.  

 Focus Group Subject Protocol. 

1) Create the subject pool according to the delimiters noted. 

2) Run a random numbers program and approach subjects according to this.  

3) Approach each subject individually according to random number assigned. Approach 

by email and/or phone call or both in any order.  

a) Describe focus group purpose and ultimate goal. 

b) Collect demographic data on the potential subject, verifying their suitability to 

participate.  

c) Describe the medium: Voice over Internet Protocol (VOIP) with telephone backup 

option, featuring document sharing, and the need to record the session. Investigate 

or test the accessibility of the internet access on the computer which the participant 

will use. Arrange to provide equipment (headset with microphone) that may be  
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Appendix A: Protocols (Continued) 
 

needed. Explain that the provision of a high quality headset may be kept as a ‘thank 

you’ gift and incentive. 

d) Explain that the format includes a short survey, followed by a one-hour focus group.   

i) Initial phone call: 10-15 minutes 

ii) Test equipment: 10-30 minutes 

iii) Initial survey: 10 minutes 

iv) Focus group: log on early (10) actual call (60 minutes) 

e) Answer questions about confidentiality and obtain verbal consent; answer any 

questions.  

4) Schedule the focus group at the convenience of the subjects using an online 

scheduling tool to find a mutually agreeable time.  

5) Remind the focus group subject three days, and one day ahead of time by email 

and/or phone.  

6) Conduct the Focus Group 

7) Call for clarification as needed.  

8) Send follow up survey if the research suggests it. 

9) Send thank you note (email) and update the participant as to  the current timeline 

of the project.  
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Appendix B: Focus Group Questioning Route  
Background: Demographics [collected ahead of time] 

• Name 

• Job Title 

• Years in this and similar position(s) 

• Brief description of role and experience as a meeting planner 

• Brief description of the conferences you plan 

• Any training you may have in adult education 

Introduction and Ground Rules: [PPT of the key points will show on the web meeting 

screen] – 5 minutes 

• Welcome and thank you for agreeing to participate today! 

• Thank each of you for completing the emailed survey and returning it to me.  

• If for some reason you become disconnected, please call 727-510-9116 which is 

my cell phone.  

• Please let me know if you need to unexpectedly leave our discussion. 

• Our time together is 60 minutes and I promise to promptly adjourn. I hope that 

you will please stay with us for the whole time. 

• Our conversation is being recorded and we are online with a web-meeting, but no 

names will be associated with any report. I am interested in your collective ideas. 

• You should have received the questions ahead of time and we will read them on 

the screen. There are only a few for our discussion today.  

• Not everyone will have something to say for every question, but I don’t want to 

leave anyone out. If you have an opinion that has not been expressed, please 

share it. I may call on you if there is an important question and I have not yet 

heard from you.  
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Appendix B: Focus Group Questioning Route (Continued) 

• Our goal is to be open with our ideas rather than to judge the quality of any one 

idea.  

• Since we do not know each other, it would be helpful if you would give your name 

before you begin to speak. For example, “This is Ginger” and then make your 

comment.  

• First names will make it pleasant. Let’s take a moment to get acquainted and I 

will call the roll. Please…. 

Opening Questions [live] – 5 minutes 

• Tell us who you are, briefly describe your role in planning one or more 

conferences for your association, and name one thing you like most about 

[working or volunteering] in conferences.  

• Can you very briefly describe the conference(s) you help plan each year?  

Questioning Route: [live] 

1. Planning a conference requires thinking about many things, let’s call them 

planning elements. I would like us to make a list of all of the elements you 

consider or discuss assuming your goal is to create the best continuing 

professional adult education conference possible.  – 20 minutes 

2. Would you add any other elements if planning a new conference rather than an 

annual or repeat one? – 5 minutes 

3. Ways to probe: -- 5 minutes  

• Sometimes there are planning elements that are especially challenging? 

• Are there elements that you or your association are considering adding?  

• Likewise, are there any planning elements that you used to do that you no 

longer do?  
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Appendix B: Focus Group Questioning Route (Continued) 

• Other probing around the findings from the survey, if warranted.  

4. I have been taking notes on the elements you have listed. I am going to show 

them to you on the screen now and I would like you to take a minute to look 

these over.  Please let me know if you would like to make any changes or 

additions to the list. [round robin by name if not everyone responds] – 5 minutes 

5. [Show on screen the list generated during discussion and recorded on a second 

monitor not visible during the discussion.] Can we organize these into three 

categories? Most important, moderately important, least important? – 10 minutes 

6. Thinking about our discussion today, is there anything that was left out that you 

would like to add? – 5 minutes 

7. [round robin] Of all the things that we talked about today, what do you believe 

was the most important thing that was said about planning the most successful 

CPE conference possible? – 7 minutes 

Conclusion: [1 minute] 

• Thank you very much for your time today.  

• If I mailed you a headset, please keep it.  

• The next step is for me to transcribe our conversation and begin the analysis of 

the data. I may need to call you for a clarification of something you said. 

• I will follow up with a written thank you, at which time you can let me know if you 

would like an emailed copy of the executive summary of the dissertation, or even 

a full copy when it is complete. 

• Session is concluded and focus group members log off or are logged off. The 

recording continues as the Moderator and Co-Moderator review each question 

and discuss any important noteworthy 
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Appendix Table C: Semantic Differential 
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  All columns except the last related to the Caffarella Interactive Model of Program Planning (2002, pp. 21-24). 

  The last column is related to the 7 Measures Findings (ASAE and The Center for Association Leadership, 2006) 

We follow an articulated 
program planning 
process 

       We do not follow a specific 
program planning process              

Our planning process 
focuses on practical 
matters 

       Our planning process 
focuses on strategic 
matters 

             

Our program planning 
process is very stable 
and has not changed 
much from year to year 

       Our program planning 
process continually is 
evolving              

Our program planning 
process is very open 

       Our program planning 
process is a closed system              

Our program planning 
process involves many 
people 

       Our program planning 
involves a few people              
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Everyone is equal when 
making decisions 

       Some people’s opinions 
matter more              

Program decisions are 
mission driven and if 
the program does not 
conform to mission, we 
don’t do it 

       Mission is not a decision 
driver in our CPE program  

             

Decisions based on 
member ideas 

       Decisions based on staff  
ideas              

Decisions based on 
making a profit 

       Making a profit is NOT 
important when making 
program decisions 

             

Decisions serve all 
members 

       Decisions serve some 
members              

Decisions serve long-
time members 

       Decisions serve newer 
members              

I have a clear 
understanding of who 
are core members are 

       I have little understanding 
of who make up the core of 
our membership 

             

Decisions serve the 
core members 

       Decisions serve specific 
groups of members              

Dialogue and 
engagement describe 
our program decision-
making 

       Decision-making tends to 
be made by one person              
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Program decision-
makers pay careful 
attention to clearly 
defining program 
objectives 

       Program objectives are not 
well defined 

             

Program decision-
makers recommend 
varying formats to 
engage adult learners 

       Program decision-makers 
spend little time thinking 
about how the program 
should be designed to get 
the best transfer of learning 
for adults 

             

Program decisions are 
made in order to satisfy 
vocal members 

       Program decisions are not 
based on satisfying vocal 
members 

             

We assess our 
members’ needs on a 
regular basis 

       We rarely ask our members 
about their educational 
needs 

             

We carefully use data 
we collect on our 
members’ needs 

       We have data but we don’t 
use it effectively              

Staff have formal 
training in adult 
education 

       Staff have little or no formal 
training in adult education              

I had training or 
thorough orientation to 
my role in CPE 

       I had little or no formal 
training for my role in CPE 
program planning in this 
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Appendix D: Power Point (Continued) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  ** Turn on Recording** 
 

 

  Purpose of this project 
 

 

  Your: 
◦ Job 
◦ Years in this position and in the industry 
◦ Your Meeting Planning know-how 
◦ Described your role and experience 
◦ Tested the headset and link 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  727-510-9116 for trouble 
  Please stay the hour 
  Recording and being Transcribed 
  Thanks for completing the survey 

and returning to me 
  Questions were sent to you ahead of time 
  Please don’t multi-task 
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Appendix D: Power Point (Continued) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

How we can work  together 
 
 

 
 
 

FIRST NAMES 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Get to know  each other 
 

FIRST NAME 
 

Role in Conference Planning 
 

One thing  you like most 
 

 
 

Describe Conference 
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Appendix D: PowerPoint (Continued) 
 
 
 
 
 

Planning a conference requires 
thinking about many things, 
let’s call them planning 
elements. I would like us to 
make a list of all of the elements 
you consider or discuss 
assuming your goal is to create 
the best continuing professional 
adult education conference 
possible. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Would you add any other elements if 
planning a new conference rather than 
an annual or repeat one? 
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 Especially challenging Elements 
 
 
 
 
 

 Are you considering adding any? 
 
 
 
 
 

 Used to do, but no longer do? 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

I have been taking notes on the 
elements you have listed. I am 
going to show them to you on 
the screen now and I would like 
you 
to take a minute to look these 
over. Please let me know if you 
would like to make any 
changes or additions to the 
list. 
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Can we organize these into 
three categories? 
◦ Most important = 1 
◦ Moderately important = 2 
◦ Least important? = 3 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Thinking about our discussion today, 
is there anything that was left out 
that you would like to add? 
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Of all the things that we talked 
about today, what do you believe 
was the most important thing that 
was said about planning the most 
successful CPE conference 
possible? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Next Steps 
 Thanks! 
 You may keep the headset 
 Transcribe 
 Possibly call you for a clarification 
 Results – a copy? 
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Appendix E: Initial Phone Call Script  

• Hello, I am Ginger Phillips a fellow MPI Planner Member from the Tampa Bay 

Chapter. I got your name and contact information from the MPI Directory. 

o I need your help 

o Do you have two minutes for this quick phone call?  

• As a 20-year meeting planner, I am also finishing a degree at the University of 

South Florida and working on my thesis which has to do with what Meeting 

Planners actually do when they plan meetings.  

• The study has been approved and I am approaching you to be a subject in this 

research: 

o DO YOU PLAN ASSOCIATION TYPE MEETINGS OF AT LEAST 250 

PARTICPANTS? 

 Yes, continue 

 No, thanks, but you do not fit this last bit of my profile for subjects 

o Participants in the pilot found it fun and a rare chance to talk openly and 

confidentially with professionals like us who face similar challenges in our 

business 

o You will be asked to take one written survey and participate in single a 

one-hour online focus group scheduled to be convenient for you 

o I will provide you with a headset ($30 value) for use during the focus 

group which you may keep and use in your work 

• There is lots of advice on how to plan a successful conference, but scarcely any 

actual research to see what people, like you and I, actually do in practice. 

• How can we improve practice if we don’t have data? 

• I hope that you will agree to participate.  
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Appendix E: Initial Phone Call Script (Continued) 

• May I send you this information in an email? Then I will call back to discuss any 

questions you may have and get an address to which to send the headset, as 

well as some basic demographic data.  

• I hope that you will read the email and agree to participate. 

• Thanks very much for your time and consideration.  
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Appendix F: Approach Email 

From: Ginger Phillips <gingerfl@tampabay.rr.com> 
Sent: Monday, July 11, 2011 4:56 PM 
To: 'planner0319@gmail.com' 
Subject: Requesting help from MPI Planners (385) 
Attachments: Informed Consent to Participate in Research Final to Email.docx 
 
Dear Fellow MPI Planner: 
 
I hope that you will be able to help me. I just left a short VM and this is the promised 
follow-up email.  
 
I am a fellow MPI Planner Member and obtained your name and contact information 
from the MPI Directory. Planners like you and I spend enormous amounts of time and 
resources planning conferences. Are there ways to make planning more efficient, 
focused, and, in the end, provide a better Return on Investment? 
 
As part of a University of South Florida study, here is a chance for you to talk with a 
small group of people from other organizations about what goes into planning successful 
conferences. The study is designed to be convenient (you don’t need to leave your desk) 
and efficient (it won’t take much time). Participants in the pilot said it was fun and 
provided a rare chance to discuss conference planning openly and confidentially with 
people from other organizations who face similar challenges.  
                 
I am inviting you to participate in this project. The research focuses on the way that 
conferences are developed and not on content. If you agree to participate and need one, 
I will send you a $30 microphone headset necessary for the online discussion, which you 
may keep. 
 
The study will take a short amount of your time and will be conducted in small online 
focus groups. Your focus group will be scheduled at a convenient time and can take 
place from anywhere you have a computer that can access the internet.  
 
Will you please agree to participate? Do you have a few minutes to speak with me about 
this project? If so, please send me the best time and number to call.  
 
Thank you very much, 
 
Ginger Phillips, Doctoral Candidate researching Professional Meeting Planning 
MPI Member 
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Appendix G: Scheduling Email 

 

 
 
The link led to the following online tool for communicating available dates.  

 

 

 



268 
 

Appendix H: Focus Group Outlook Invitation 
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Appendix I: Planning Elements Spreadsheet 
 

 
 
 

Main Dissert Focus Group E Primary Secondary Change

1 Who are the stakeholders and what does the organization / attendees want 
to get out of it?
- What does the group need, what is their purpose?

Needs assessment Purpose

1 Goal is first Goals, Objectives
1 Budget - what do I have to work with Budget
1 Setting the project plan, vision, how much time you have to plan the event Vision
1 Adapting peoples behaviors - finding the right mix of what will draw them now - 

expectations changing
Program design Change

2 How much time you have to work with Time
2 Timeline Time
3 Logistics Logistics
3 What is the attendees experience and what do they need to get them to 

come
Needs assessment

3 Wow factor, to get them coming again Program Design
2 What marketing and communications tools are needed Marketing
3 Housing, pattern, room quality, rates that will appeal Venue Hotel rate

Logistics
2 Speakers, presenters, faculty, keynoters -- and recruiting Speakers
1 Developing the content and committees (should come from goals) Content Committees
2 Site selection Site
3 What are the other things?  Social events, are they bringing their families Social events

2 Balance of networking, education, trade show - how are all involved Program design
2 3 How to prove ROI ROI
3 Help potential attendees make the case to the people who are authorizing 

travel
Marketing

3 CEUs - attraction and management Accreditation

3 All Face2face, virtual component? Internet and video support
- Involve apps, mobile devices, incorporating in marketing and onsite

Format Technology

3 Extend life of onsite experience
- Networking before and after - getting conversations going

Extend life Networking

2 Member value Member value
2 Relationship with exhibotors and sponsors Exhibitors, Sponsors
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Appendix K: Informed Consent (Continued) 
 
computer you will use. You will need a USB headset with 
microphone as we will speak over the internet in what is 
called Voice Over Internet Protocol which you may have 
heard before called, VOIP. If you do not have a headset, I 
will provide one for you and you may keep it when we are 
done. It is a nice headset and the value is about $30.  

3. The focus group is expected to take about 60 minutes.  
4. The focus group will be recorded so that I am able to make 

the best and most accurate use of the information you 
have shared. I will ask you to please agree to the 
recording. The recording is for my use as a researcher 
alone, and will reside on my personal computer which I use 
for my studies and that of my transcriptionist until the 
transcript is finalized. I will also make backup copies to 
protect the work. I am the only one who will have 
permanent access to these recordings and will house them 
in my safe in my home for the five years required by the 
University. After that time, I will erase them. We will identify 
ourselves on GoToMeeting and speak with each other 
using first names only so that your personal identification is 
as protected as possible. You will be asked not to use your 
email address in the GoToMeeting sign-on so as not to 
identify yourself beyond your first name as your login name 
automatically appears when you are speaking.  

 
7. Alternatives: You have the alternative to choose not to participate in this research 

study. 
  

8. Benefits: We don’t know if you will get any personal benefits by taking part in this 

study, but your may request a summary report or a full electronic copy of the final 

dissertation.  
9. Risks or Discomfort: This research is considered to be minimal risk.  That means 

that the risks associated with this study are the same as what you face every 

day. There are no known additional risks to those who take part in this study.   
10. Compensation: We will not pay you for the time you volunteer while being in this 

study.  However, you may keep the headset and use it in any way that you wish. 
11. Conflict of Interest Statement : The only potential conflict of interest is that the 

researcher is also a meeting planner similar to yourself and all planners 

participating in the focus group may learn from each other and may in fact, work 

for competing organizations. The purpose of the study is to gain knowledge 

about the conference planning elements. Trade secrets of individual 

organizations are not an anticipated subject of discussion.  
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Appendix K: Informed Consent (Continued) 

12. Confidentiality: We must keep your study records as confidential as possible.   
a. Recordings will be stored for five years. 
b. Recordings will be used until the dissertation is complete, which is 

anticipated to be less than one year. However, the recordings may be 

consulted over the remaining years in preparation of presentations or 

articles based on the research.  
c. Recordings may be originally saved to my work computer, but will be 

stored on my personal computer during the active work on the 

dissertation and subsequently dropped to CD and stored in my personal 

safe at home.  
d. It is not anticipated that any other professionals will access the recordings 

or that they be used for subsequent research.  
e. However, certain people may need to see your study records.  By law, 

anyone who looks at your records must keep them completely 

confidential.  The only people who will be allowed to see these records 

are:  
1. The dissertation committee which are faculty members at the 

University.  
2. Certain government and university people who need to know more 

about the study.  For example, individuals who provide oversight 

on this study may need to look at your records. This is done to 

make sure that we are doing the study in the right way.  They also 

need to make sure that we are protecting your rights and your 

safety.)  These include:  

• The University of South Florida Institutional Review Board 

(IRB) and the staff that work for the IRB.  Other individuals 

who work for USF that provide other kinds of oversight 

may also need to look at your records.  

• Additionally the U.S. Department of Health and Human 

Services has the right to review all research records.  
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Appendix K: Informed Consent (Continued) 

• We may publish what we learn from this study.  If we do, 

we will not let anyone know your name.  We will not 

publish anything else that would let people know who you 

are. 
Voluntary Participation / Withdrawal 

You should only take part in this study if you want to volunteer.  You should not 
feel that there is any pressure to take part in the study, to please the investigator or the 
research staff.  You are free to participate in this research or withdraw at any time.  
There will be no penalty or loss of benefits you are entitled to receive if you stop taking 
part in this study  
Questions, concerns, or complaints 

If you have any questions, concerns or complaints about this study, call      
Virginia B. “Ginger” Phillips at 727-510-9116.  

If you have questions about your rights as a participant in this study, general 
questions, or have complaints, concerns or issues you want to discuss with someone 
outside the research, call the Division of Research Integrity and Compliance of the 
University of South Florida at (813) 974-9343. 

If you experience an unanticipated problem related to the research call Ginger 
Phillips, as above.  

I have carefully explained: 
• What the study is about. 
• What procedures will be used. 
• What the potential benefits might be.  
• What the known risks might be.  

 
Do you have any questions? 
 
Do you agree to take part in this study?  
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