
Most people think having a great or a terrible conference is mostly due to luck. But you 
can control what kind of conference you have with a positive attitude and by following 
a structured method that will enable you to have a productive, effective, and enjoyable 
conference.  
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Some people love to attend conferences. And other people dread having to attend 
them. Which are you?  

1. “I get to go to a conference next week.” or   
2. “I have to go to a conference next week.”  

 
The conferences your organization sends you to are multi-day business meetings. They 
are not vacations or social occasions. It is the professional responsibility of each 
conference attendee to improve the business of the organization by attending the 
conference. Of course that doesn’t mean you can’t have fun and socialize with your 
peers and colleagues. That’s just not the primary purpose of attending a conference.  
 
After attending an effective and productive conference people usually feel tired and 
energized at the same time. Traveling and attending conference sessions all day and 
networking and building relationships into the late night can be exhausting, but 
learning new information and imagining ways to implement the ideas you heard can be 
exciting.  
 
The Conference Away-Team = the people from your organization attending the 
conference. You are all one team!  
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People first think of conferences as places to learn new information and to hear new 
ideas. But there is more to a conference than that. A conference is a great opportunity 
to get to know your co-workers and build relationships that will enable you to work 
together more effectively in the future.  
 
At a conference you will spend most of your time in the hotel and in conference rooms, 
but try to spend one afternoon or evening visiting the city and tasting some local 
cuisine.  
 
While at the conference be attentive for the times in the conference when you are 
most excited about the possibilities for your job, your projects, and your organization. 
Look for that time when it all comes together. Use that memory again and again over 
the next year whenever you need to recharge your batteries.  
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At the first department meeting after the big annual conference, Susan, the head of the 
department, asks the conference attendees to share what they learned at the 
conference. The department spends more than $25,000 dollars to send a dozen people 
to the conference each year and Susan really wants to hear what they learned.  
 
The conference attendees look awkwardly at each other in silence. Finally Chris, the 
team’s comic, says, “I had a very successful conference – I found about a half dozen 
really great bars within walking distance of the hotel!” Everyone chuckled and then the 
room became quiet again.  
 
“Well?” asked Susan with growing irritation. “Can anyone share anything they learned 
at the conference?” The quiet in the room becomes heavy.  
 
Don finally speaks up, “I attended several really great sessions and I learned a lot.” 
“Such as?” asked Susan. “What did you learn?”  
“I can’t remember the details now, but I’m sure they will come to me later,” said Don.  
Susan sighs. And says, “OK, let’s move on.” She has clearly given up on getting 
information from the conference attendees.  
 
1. Did the organization get their money’s worth from the conference?  
2. Do you think Susan is going to send as many people to the conference next year?  
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So many conferences, so little gained from them. But there is a better way. There is a 
way to attend conferences to ensure your organization gets all it should get from a 
conference – to get all that it paid for.  
 
And this presentation will show you how…  
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This Method is an easy method to insure you and your staff are getting all they should 
be from any conference they attend.  
 
 
 
 
The Method at a glance:  
 

Pre-conference meetings  
Gather and share information 
Planning, planning, planning 
 

Conference activities 
Implementing your plans  
Behaving appropriately  

 
Post-conference meeting  

Share information and knowledge  
Plan for the next conference  

 

6 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

7 



A week or two before the conference, conference attendees should meet for a pre-
conference briefing. Everyone should share contact and travel information and establish 
expectations for the conference. Will there be an Away-Team dinner? A happy hour? If 
so, how does each person prefer to be contacted at the conference? Text, phone, email, 
or not at all?  
 
How is everyone planning to transfer from the airport to their hotel? Has anyone 
attended a conference in this city before? When are people arriving or leaving?  
 
You might want to consider staying in the conference hotel to maximize your 
opportunities to network. Be aware of where the conference is in relation to your hotel 
so you don’t get lost. Pack business cards and a pen to write on the back of them. You 
want to be able to remember why you have this card and if you promised to contact 
them afterward and why.  
 
Prepare your elevator pitch. Be ready to answer the questions: What do you do? What 
are you working on these days? What brings you to the conference?  
 
“Hi, my name is X and I’m from (insert organization name here) in (city), (state).  I’m the 
(your title) of the (X) department and I’m here to get information about (X) at this 
conference.”  
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Build your schedule: Which are must-see sessions, which sessions look interesting, 
which session times will you skip to network?  
 
Is it the custom of your organization to expect you to attend sessions your colleagues 
are presenting? If so, those are must-see and be-seen sessions. Don’t miss them.  
 
Don’t make the mistake of attending a session at every opportunity. Much of what you 
will learn at a conference comes from outside formal sessions if you make it happen. 
Don’t only attend lecture style sessions as a passive observer. Find the experts you 
want to meet in a birds of a feather session, or in an informal lounge session. Plan to 
visit the Exhibit Hall and talk with vendors and other conference attendees who are 
doing the same thing.  
 
At the conference be prepared to leave if the session is not going to be helpful or 
interesting – no matter where you are sitting. Just get up and go. Have a Plan B for all 
the sessions you are attending. Your plan B might be another session, or it could be to 
visit the Exhibit Hall or to talk with vendors.  
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Everyone has to learn how to attend a conference. Support your junior colleagues by 
taking them under your wing and teaching them how to make their time at the 
conference as effective as possible  I suggest following this method of attending a 
conference would be a good start.    
 
 
Try to attend as many social events as possible. Some of the best contacts you make 
will be made in a more relaxed atmosphere outside the conference hall itself. To have 
more fun at a social event act like host, not a guest. Engage with others and have fun.  
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Never attend a conference without having prepared at least three questions you want 
answered.  
 
Talk with Vendors who you use or are thinking about using. Vendors know the industry 
and the other attendees better than you do. Talk with them. Learn from them.  
 
Meet new people at breakfast and at lunch by sitting with conference attendees from 
other schools. Ask people at breakfast and lunch where they are planning to eat dinner. 
Maybe they will invite you to join them, or you can ask them to join you. Ask them 
specific questions about your areas of interest.  
 
The most important time at most conferences is spent in the hallway or the exhibit hall. 
Strike up a conversation in the hallway before a session – you already have something 
in common since you are attending the same session. The true value of a conference is 
in the conversations and not the presentations. Skip sessions of little value and hang 
out in the hallway with a group of attendees from other organizations and ask 
questions.  
 
Be an active participant in the sessions you attend, asking questions and taking notes. 
The topics will come alive.  
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Get to the sessions early. Sit where you want to sit, not where you have to sit.  
 
When you arrive early, either strike up a conversation with the presenter, if they want 
to chat before starting, or talk with your fellow attendees. Arriving late doesn’t do 
anyone any good.  
 
Sit on an isle seat if you think you might have to leave the session for any reason.  
 
Sit up front if you want to talk with the presenter before or after the session. Try to 
make friendly eye contact with the presenter during the presentation – many speakers 
use the technique of selecting a few people in the crowd to speak directly to instead of 
nervously addressing the entire crowd. Eye contact can make the presentation more 
personal and meaningful.  
 
Make a few notes on the speaker so that you can either seek them out at future 
conferences, or you can avoid them like the plague. Don’t allow each conference you go 
to be a first-time experience. Use this conference to improve your future conferences.  
 
Ask short pertinent questions without going into any personal details. People don’t 
want to hear about your qualifications to ask a question. Just ask your question. 
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A valued employee, Allen, was worried he wouldn’t be invited to any team gatherings 
at an upcoming conference at the request of Maureen, an employee from another 
department who did not like him. He talked about his concerns with Joe, a high ranking 
manager from his department who was also attending the conference. Joe said he 
would do what he could to make sure Allen was included in conference gatherings.  
 
But, at the conference, Allen heard that the away-team attended a fun and enjoyable 
happy hour the prior night – paid for by their organization – and he was specifically not 
invited at the request of Maureen. Allen asked Joe about being excluded and Joe told 
him Maureen didn’t want him there so he agreed just to keep the peace. Allen was not 
happy with Maureen, Joe, or with his teammates who did not object to his being 
excluded.   
 
Later that day Allen learned that the entire away-team was going out for dinner 
together that night, and again, he was specifically not invited.  
 
 
1. Do you think Allen felt like a valued member of his department?   
2. Should Allen have been upset about being excluded – twice?  
3. Is Maureen acting in the best interest of the organization?  
4. What could Joe or Allen have done to avoid this situation?   
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Your colleagues from your organization have left their family and friends to travel to do 
the business of your organization. Treat each other with courtesy and respect. Yes, that 
means to treat co-workers you don’t particularly care for as colleagues also.  
 
Remember that just because you have a glass of beer in your hand does not make it a 
social occasion. Conferences are multi-day business meetings with a social component 
for building trust in your relationships to make working at your organization more 
effective and enjoyable.  
 
If there is an organized Away-Team dinner, or a spontaneous gathering for dinner or 
drinks, text or call everyone else on the Away-Team and ask them to join you. You have 
their contact information. Use it. Don’t let someone hear about your gathering later 
and feel excluded. Excluding someone does not create a positive environment for 
working with your colleagues when you all return from the conference. Be inclusive and 
honor the concept of diversity during your social activities at the conference.  
 
And if members of your organization or other companies violate our Away-Team 
philosophy of inclusion, walk away. Do not reward them with your participation or 
attendance. Be a leader.  
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Be a professional and act like a representative of your organization and department at 
all times.  
 
Remember:  
• Just because you think your behavior wasn’t noticed doesn’t mean nobody noticed.  
• Just because nobody said to you anything about your behavior doesn’t mean they 

thought your behavior was acceptable. 
• Just because people say it’s not a big deal when asked about your behavior towards 

them doesn’t mean they haven’t been affected.  
 
All conference attendees from your organization are valued employees and members of 
the Away-Team. Be inclusive. Don’t leave anyone behind.  
 
The Bottom Line: Treat others as you would like to be treated yourself. Treat people 
with kindness and respect.  
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Schedule a debriefing meeting after the conference and ask everyone to share their top 
3 take-aways from the conference, including the answers to their pre-conference 
questions. Everyone in the meeting should have their time to talk about who they 
talked with and what they learned at the conference. Sharing and discussion should be 
encouraged.  
 
At the end of the debriefing meeting brainstorm ways the Away-Team could have made 
the conference more effective and enjoyable for everyone. Encourage people to speak 
up if anyone felt like they were not treated well by another member of the away-team. 
 
Remind everyone to use the business cards they gathered at the conference to follow 
up with the people they met. Give your colleagues any contact information they might 
be able to use in the future.  
 
And when given the opportunity share with others outside your department what you 
learned from the conference and what you learned from the debriefing meeting.  
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Presenting at a conference gives you a whole different perspective on the conference. 
You will be a vital part of the conference in a way that regular attendees are not.  
Presenters have different badge marking them as an important person at the 
conference. You can use elevated status that to more easily meet others and engage in 
conversation.  
 
Start now, while the conference is still fresh in your mind, in generating ideas on topics 
you could present on next year. You have about several months to write your 
conference presentation proposal and almost a year to practice it.  
 
Contact the organizer and offer to help with next year’s conference. They will be happy 
to hear from you. Volunteering at a conference is an easy way to meet other attendees 
and volunteers.  
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“Settle down. Settle down, people!” said Susan who then broke into a large smile.  
 
Much of her department had attended a conference last week and everyone who 
attended was talking enthusiastically about what they learned, who they met, and how 
they can use what they learned to improve the department and the entire organization. 
They worked hard at the conference to find answers to the questions they needed 
answered, but they also had fun at an away-team happy hour, at the conference’s social 
event, and at the away-team’s final night’s dinner together.   
 
Don got the group’s attention and said, “This was the best conference I ever attended!  
I met several new people who I expect will be valuable contacts in the future, and my 
three questions really focused my conversations with everyone I met – at breakfast, 
lunch, in the hallway, and while waiting for the sessions to begin.” All the conference 
attendees nodded agreement.   
 
“Great!” said Susan. “Who wants to share what they learned at the conference?”  
Every attendee raised their hand eager to share their conference experiences.  
 
1. Do your post-conference meetings reflect how effective the attendees were at the 

conference? (You do hold post-conference de-briefing meetings, don’t you?)   
2. Is your organization getting all it can from the conferences your staff attend?  
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When people retire from an organization, they frequently comment on the enjoyable 
times they spent at various conferences throughout the years. Time spent together at a 
conference can be intense and exciting. Make your time at conferences more effective 
and enjoyable by using the techniques in this presentation.  
 

And have fun!    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Let us know if you have other tips and tricks for improving time spent at a conference.  
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The  Checklist for Attending a Conference 
 
 
Before the Conference 
 ___ Pre-conference Preparation  
  ___ Build your schedule  
  ___ Download session pdfs and notes if available 
  ___ Develop a Plan B 
  ___ Develop 3 questions to find the answers to 
  ___ Pack Business cards 
  ___ Prepare and practice your elevator pitch 
 
 ___ Hold a pre-conference meeting  
  ___ Share contact information  
  ___ Share Information about hotels, travel, etc.  
  ___ Share your 3 questions 
  ___ Practice your elevator pitch 
  ___ Coordinate away-team gatherings and social events  
  ___ Which vendors or people do you want to talk with?  
  ___ What are your expectations for the conference?  
 
At the Conference 
 ___ Eat meals with other attendees not from your organization 
 ___ Invite other attendees to join you for dinner or sightseeing  
 ___ Execute your conference plan, but be flexible  
 ___ At each session, sit in an appropriate location for your purpose  
 ___ Make notes on speakers and the content of sessions  
 ___ Treat your colleagues with respect. Act appropriately   
 ___ Invite all the Away-Team members to any group event  
 ___ Have fun!  
 
After the Conference   
 ___ Reflect on your experiences and what you learned  
 ___ Hold a De-briefing meeting 
  ___ Share what you learned with others  
  ___ What are the answers to your 3 questions? 
  ___ How many business cards did you snag?  
  ___ How could the conference been better?   
  ___ Did everyone act appropriately?  
 ___ Will you present a session next year?   
 ___ Will you volunteer to help at the conference next year?  
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