Notes from meeting of Fynnette Eaton and Kathy Marquis, with Nancy Beaumont and Brian Doyle, SAA offices, Chicago, November 8, 2011
Nancy gave up a full day to meet with us and answer our questions about the annual meeting:  planning, finances, its significance to the SAA budget, and her hopes for the input from our task force.  She stressed that she is always happy to learn about new methods and options.  She noted, too, that the “conference is our lifeblood.”

The central task force, including subgroup chairs will have one face to face meeting, paid for by SAA, in Chicago.  We will stay at the Silversmith Hotel and meet in the building with the SAA offices.  First two weekends in February best.  You will receive a Doodle poll about best days to meet, very soon.

General comments on SAA finances

Because Fynnette served as SAA Treasurer for three years, she is aware of how SAA’s various activities are funded.  Given the general concern about the costs to members to attend the Annual Meeting, here is an overview of where SAA’s income comes from – and how the AM income supports other activities:    

Membership dues are a key component of the financial well-being of our organization:  In FY 2011 dues comprised 31.5% of total revenue; in FY10, 33.6%; in FY09, 30.0%; in FY08, 28.1%; and in FY07, 25.4%.  This means that membership dues alone do not cover enough of the organization’s costs to enable SAA to provide the variety of services that our members expect.   

SAA’s major sources of non-dues revenue are the Annual Meeting, Education (workshops and webinars), and Publications (books).  Each of these areas has contributed over time (although not necessarily every year) to supporting the organization’s non-revenue-producing services, which included personnel, facility, advocacy and public elations, governance, and periodicals (which are offset to some extent by advertising and subscription revenue). For as long as I can remember, the Annual Meeting has not just covered its own costs, but has supported other services as well.

We need to consider this information as we look at the various requests and options that form the basis of our charge.

Attached you will see several documents Nancy showed us at the meeting.  They are an analysis of SAA’s finances, including the income from the annual meeting, and the ups and downs of other income streams, such as publications.  There was a several-year bump in publication sales that is over.  We got used to having high income from pub sales, but that probably won’t happen again, or not predictably; basic manuals aren’t selling as they used to.  She also shared her budgets for last year’s and next year’s meetings.  SAA’s dues support is light, in the low 30% range – most organizations rely much more heavily on dues than we do.  She notes that SAA could take a hit in one area, but not in two.  Lastly, Nancy reminded us that the cost of the annual meeting has been a complaint for a very long time; it is not new, though, through social media, we are hearing more about it now.
Location and time of year:  

Many recent blog comments have asked why do we meet in Chicago so often?  There was an assumption that the main reason is lower expenses for the SAA staff, who don’t have to travel to the meeting.  While this is a factor, the main one is that Chicago, itself, is a big draw.  People like it there, and SAA can negotiate much cheaper hotel contracts if we agree to come back on a regular basis.  This is true for Washington, D.C, too.  It is centrally located and a big draw amongst Midwesterners.  It is also an airline hub.  It is usually harder to get cheap air fares to second and third tier cities.  We need to remember that Nancy also hears from members who aren’t on social media, and who give her other feedback.  We can ask her more about how she receives this.
When Nancy does all the research about convenient access and timing, “everything points to Orlando in August” but that is hotter than hell, bad timing for academic archivists and parents, and many people really don’t want to meet there.  This also ties in with limitations of federal employees and other government employees like state archivists.  COSA (Council of State Archivists) couldn’t meet in San Diego because it is a “resort destination.”  Ditto with locations like Las Vegas which have gambling.  It would be useful for our task force to confirm these with government employees.

She noted that “time of year is up for grabs.”  We meet when we do because hotels give us better deals; it’s a down time for business travel.  This is the same reason that major academic associations like Modern Language Association and American Historical Association meet the first week of January.
Joint meetings:  pluses and minuses:  when we meet with other associations, we pay them to offset the loss in income from their not having their own annual meeting.  We paid NAGARA $25,000 when we met with them in D.C.   Blog posts have suggested joint meetings with AASLH, AAM or RBMS (which meets in June to coincide with ALA, I think.)  We might have to adjust our schedule to theirs.
Venue choices:

Alternate venues like conference centers, universities (vs. hotels)  Nancy is completely open to exploring using convention centers and working with several hotels; we may be large enough now that this is a logical option.  She is happy to explore options for staying in dorms that are near the conference center.  The drawback is that attendees would need to find their own transportation to the conference headquarters.  (Note from Kathy:  This seems fair; when I attend the Public Library Association meeting, PLA negotiates favorable rates with a set of hotels near the convention center, but we are on our own to get in every day.)  Likewise, she is happy to explore meeting in a large enough conference center; increasingly conference centers may be willing to talk about negotiating room rates for us.
What about having it close to a university?  Nancy acknowledged that she was obsessive about wanting attendees have a good experience, including the non-conference aspects such as restaurants and tours.   University settings are often farther away from other attractions.
Blog posters also mentioned “That Camp, the Unconference for “humanists and technologists” http://thatcamp.org/about/  It is cheap or free for attendees, claims to be about $3000 to organize, and they also underwrite the cost of the conference with sponsorships.  But they do say on their website that if you can’t afford to attend one, just wait for another to come around closer to you.  They do not provide scholarships.
From a blog comment:  an “official space built in for informal sessions, etc. would be a great idea” - not a bar or place where you have to spend money.  We raised this with Nancy and she got on the phone and arranged it right while we were there.  It will be a space in the hotel which informal groups (as opposed to official groups like sections and roundtables) can  book for discussions during the conference.   Nothing like immediate success!
Wifi at the meeting.  
Nancy knows this is a major concern.  She noted that few older hotels (older than about 10 years) are wired throughout the building.  At the Marriott in D.C. it would have cost us an additional $250,000 to fully wire all meeting rooms.  Convention centers are, unfortunately, the same (T1 lines.)  The reality is that we are probably at a turning point.  As we begin to complain about this, so will other groups booking the hotels, and they will eventually have to just rewire their buildings to stay competitive.  We aren’t there, yet, however.  This is a good reason to make it a basic recommendation from our task force.
We asked if local members could provide tech assistance at meeting.  Host committee could certainly play a larger part; but Nancy notes that at some locations the local registration volunteers don’t even show up, so it’s hard to depend on this type of assistance…
Note that the Communication Technology Working Group, which conducted the Social Media Forum at the Chicago meeting, has some overlapping tasks and questions.   The forum notes (http://www2.archivists.org/sites/all/files/Notes-SAASocialMediaForum.pdf) are helpful and note the overlap.  Online accessibility of meeting content subgroup chair Lisa Carter will be in contact with them so we can collaborate.
A note about sponsors:  they will sponsor events, and transportation, but not food, for some reason.

Any major changes to the annual meeting location or venue would need to be approved by Council at the next annual meeting (2012.)
Contracts with hotels:

We discussed the realities of negotiating contracts for hotels.  We asked about sample contracts, and templates.   Nancy suggested Paul Henning who consults for us can provide these.  UNITE HERE has lists of approved hotels (http://www.hotelworkersrising.org/HotelGuide/)  SAA checks this, but a lot can happen between when a contract is signed and four or so years later when we arrive…
What’s at stake if we don’t fill a room block?  Food and beverage minimum and room block are the things that hotels care about.   We sign a contract saying that X% of the rooms we block out for attendees will be filled.  In return, the hotel doesn’t charge us for meeting rooms.  This would be very expensive if we had to pay for them.  We had 1600 paid attendees in 2011, but came in under our contracted room block (73% filled when we had guaranteed 80%..)  The Hyatt gave us free meeting rooms even though it didn’t have to.   Some convention centers may be willing help with (negotiate) hotel packages; this is new.
Working with a meeting planner for task force

She also discussed the current contract that she has with our meeting planners.  We work with Conference & Logistics Consultants.  Our representative is Paul Henning.  He can do some info gathering for us, but it would be best to use his time just getting reactions and help with questions and research topics.  Helms/Briscoe do site selection for us now – they have an amazing database (hotels/availability.)  Washington in ’14 is the contract they’re working on.  Their fee is paid by the selected hotel, not SAA.  
Nancy is arranging with a professional meeting planner to consult with us pro bono.  He can help us look at contract templates, give us summaries of what conference professionals are saying about various topics.  
Virtual conference methods already in use

In Washington, the Business Archives section did a virtual colloquium.  SAA and our meeting planners served as go-between for the AV provided, otherwise it could have been a disaster.  The section found a sponsor to pay for the AV.  It was a section meeting in roundtable slot.  Nancy has done quite a bit of research on our options for this, so we should talk to her before we do any additional research.  She met with four vendors, at her annual meeting (of association professionals) two years ago.  This needs to be explored very carefully.  SAA would need to contract with Learning Times or Conference Direct (examples) for virtual conference options.

Two sessions were videotaped in Austin and posted – but there have not been many hits.  Plenaries were videotaped for Chicago, but only got online recently (glitches) – also not many hits.  We might have to think about better p.r. for these if we continue to do them.  But, is this what people want?
SAA could investigate web conferencing capabilities for us.  They are interested in this for more than the annual meeting.  However, their experience is that Skype doesn’t work well for these meetings…  The slight speech delays cause havoc in understanding each other.
Financial assistance for meeting attendance

The SAA Foundation could explore raising funds for this.   I mentioned that the Association of American Museums offers a free half day registration if you volunteer at registration desk, etc.   Nancy replied that SAA could explore this and other easily supervised work and some could get a break on registration.
Useful background info:  the 2004 A*Census asked questions about financial support for continuing education:  http://www2.archivists.org/sites/all/files/Zimmelman-ACENSUS.pdf
Membership survey

Main goals for SAA:  member loyalty and the value of association membership.  We also spoke at length with Brian Doyle of the SAA Office, who is heading up the survey for SAA, and Nancy.  You have already had a chance to give input on the questions for this survey.  We discovered that the deadline for this input was nearly upon us, so we concentrated on that before our general report to you.
Task force workflow

We talked with Nancy about how best to handle info gathering on hotels, locations, etc.  We need to be careful about lots of people asking lots of places lots of questions.  It’s important to be discrete and understand that each contact we make will be followed up with a marketing call to Nancy.  We can feel free to run questions by her.  
Task Force timeline so far:
· October 15, 2011 appointments begin

· November 14 input to Brian for membership survey questions

· December 2011 establish online means for general membership input on annual meeting

· December 2011 FE/KM and subcommittee chairs – conference calls with each one.  
· Jan 10 – ask each subcommittee chair what their group will be researching, what questions they will be asking, who they need to talk to
· January 2010 membership survey launches
· Early February all-full-TF meet (including subgroup chairs) – report back on assignments so far
· Subgroups continue to work on factfinding and provide input for interim report for May Council meeting.
· March 2012 SAA membership survey results available

· May 2012 Council meeting:  FE and KM prepare report on direction and findings of TF/subgroups

· August 2012 KM/FE meet with Council; open forum at AM
· Spring Council meeting 2013 present final report

· October 15, 2013  TF concluded

