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Foreword

“If you had to identity, in one word, the reason why the human
race has not achieved, and never will achieve, its full potential,
that word would be ‘meetings.”” —Dave Barry

My first book, Conferences That Work: Creating Events That People Love, covered the why and how
of participant-driven events: conferences and professional meetings that become what the partici-
pants want and need them to be. For more than 30 years I've facilitated, presented at, and experi-
enced hundreds of conferences. I've become fascinated by the amazing things that can happen when
conference-goers are gently led to step outside the limited traditional conference sessions that we all
know so well.

My fascination reflects a wider interest in what happens (and often, sadly, doesn’t happen) when
people come together at meetings. Meetings are rapidly evolving from what they have been for hun-
dreds of years—places where the few teach the many—toward places where people connect and
engage about what they need and want to learn. In addition, we are discovering (some would say
rediscovering) how to build genuine grassroots community at our events, a community that can
change participants’ worlds and, ultimately, the world we all inhabit.

During a quarter of a century as an independent information technology consultant, I worked with
hundreds of companies. As my consulting experience grew, I realized that just about all of the client-
labeled “technical problems” I was hired to solve were fundamentally people problems. I found myself
drawn to learning more about the rich complexity of organizational culture and the function and
dysfunction it engenders. This experience has informed my work on conference design—not too sur-
prising when you consider that both organizations and meetings are human-created structures for
bringing people together, albeit for different purposes.
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Foreword

Once Conferences That Work: Creating Events That People Love was published, I thought I had fin-
ished writing books. Yet, as word of the book spread and increasing numbers of clients asked me to
consult on event design, it became clear that there was a need for a book that concentrated on a finer
level of detail: the meeting session itself. Over and over again, clients wanted to know how to improve
their sessions—and by extension their events—as measured ultimately by increased attendee satisfac-
tion and retention.

Yes, the Conferences That Work meeting format improves conferences immensely by providing struc-
ture and support for powerful participant connection and learning. But it does not directly address
the design of individual conference sessions: the heart of any conference, whether traditional or
participant-driven. Unfortunately, we have all spent far too much time sitting through boring and
ineffective sessions listening to uninteresting and poorly presented content.

However, this is not a book about effective public speaking. (For that, I recommend Scott Berkun’s
book Confessions of a Public Speaker.)' Rather, this book explains and shows how to improve meet-
ing and session effectiveness by turning passive attendees into active participants. The techniques I
describe can be incorporated by any event organizer, presenter, or session facilitator who wants to
maximize the learning, connection, engagement, community building, and consequential action that
takes place at her sessions and meetings.

Creating active participants is not hard. But the useful techniques are scattered among a range of
practitioners, unfamiliar to most people, and consequently rarely used. This book covers what you
need to know in one place.

One final note: This is a mere book; reading it is a passive activity, the very antithesis of the book’s
thesis. If what you read in these pages stays in your head, it will benefit no one. Get on your feet and
do what you read here when you meet. You and the people you’ll meet will reap significant rewards!
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