MEETINGS THAT SHAPE THE WORLD

Defining Success Against a Deadly Epidemic

BY MITCHELL BEER,

hen more than
0,000 partici-
prants gather

from mare than 140 countries 1o confront
one of the world's deadliest epidemics,
what can they hope e learm o achieve
that will malwe a differemce when they get
harme?

“Thirteen million kids—no parents,”
wats the message on one of dozens of plac-
arcds on display during a grandmathers’
march that marled the beginning of the
VT International ALDS Conference in
Aupusl The placard, the march and the
prandmothers’ gathering were among
conmntless highlights from a five-day event
that generated enormous media attention,
news [unding commitments and bound-
less dialogue amaong participants.,

But this Biennial conference, like
any other major event, leaves questions
refated to return oo dnvestment, event
accomplishments and milestone
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HOW TO MEASURE
MEETING SUCCESS

The Intermational ATDE Society (LAS)
asked those questions [or years before it
undertook a systematic conference assess-
ment in 2004, Bvaluation Consultant
[¥iana MeConachy said a wop pricity For
the 2006 meeting was Lo track ils imme-

diate and long-term impacts on attendess,

Survey results indicate that “the things
clelegates gained at ALDS 20006 will have
an impact far beyond the conference and

the individual delegate,” 8cCanachy said.

The majority of the more than 7,000
respondents commmitted to at least one
{estlome-uap action, and many planned 1o
pursue multiple activities,

Four manths after the event, a repeat
survey of 135 attendees found that each
of them had done at least ane thing
differently after attending the conference.
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But McConachy says the evaluation
nncewered a series of questions that are
cormman Lo many large events: [s the
conference oo big? 1fz0, what isits
aptimum size! What do participants
expect, and can those expectations e
met? What constitines success and how

can success be measured?

FROM NETWORKING
TO RESULTS

Pam Graham, president of Congress
Canada, the Toronto firm thar produced
the conference along with Cerman PO
partner KU1, and deConachy both stress
the difficulty of maximizing interaction
and measuring results with such a huge
EVETILL

"Participants vary enarmously in lerms
al their backgrounds, skills, experiences
and worlecontexts,” MeCaonachy said.
“sany ol the changes the conference
sought were complex, involving processes



such ag health promotion, capacity
Fuilding,. parinership developrment and
kngrwledae transfer”

rAcConachy savs that the nntcomes
weere dlilTicult 1o deline precisely orstian-
dardize, and some lengthy cansal pah-
weys may e dillicult o atibuee w g
specifie Intervention,

Craham also notes a dilference
Between internaticnal events and corpo-
rate meetings, which generally seek the
means i an end, as opposed o actually
being the end,

For international events, the poals
and ebjectives are more likely 1o focus
on a gingle program. The difference in
approach might ke worth pursuing,
Graham says, although the event relies
upon voluntary attendance and different
peaple attend for different reasons. A
coTporale meetings, by contrast, she says,
“youte bringing people together to intro
duce new product lines, new strategies,
and they have o deliver on what they've
learned at the meeting, 'The purpose is
very different.”

PUTTING STRATEGICT
OBJECTIVES FIRST

Hodwm Sussel, stateglo comimunica-
tioms advisor with Siznals Design Group
in Vancowser, British Columbia, agrees
that planners must help their clients sel
clsectives carly an,

Fwerething falls froom there, including
the format al the sessions, goidelines w
reviewers, even e means o judge sclwl
arship applications,” said Sussel, whe
worked an the 1996 AIDS conference and
the 2006 International Harm Beduction
Agsociation conference,

For the harm reduction meeting, an
ernphasis on evidence-based advocacy,
practical resources, collabortion among
preers and quality research translated into
mere INEeractive Sessions, 4 sirict peer
reviews pracess and space in the program
Frorcrls v jont dioswen names and addresses.

Sussel and Graham agree that orga-
nized followe-up s the exception altera

large international event, But environ-
rental health specialist Benaud de Plaen,
who arganized a series aF ALLYS 2006
satellites for Canada’s Internaticnal
Development RBescarch Centre (IRRCY),
says the synergies that developed on site

mrcle 1he experience worlhwhile.

BIG CONFERENCE,
SMALL NETWORKS

IR location in the Global Village,
rather than the cotmmercial exhibition
hall, attracted many people

"I increased our visilililty 1o a level we
wouldn't have imagined,” de Plaen said,
DR also used the conference o launch
aWeb portal for all is work on FIVIATTS
across 3 variery of disciplines,

O Wil hits on HIVIATDS skvrock:
eted during Aupust and remained
impressively high through Seplemlber,
Octaberand early Movember, ™ he said,
"People kept corming back o the site, To
me, that was a sign that we benefited from
onr visibdlity in Toromte.”

Bt e Plaen says the prospects for
drivwing participants to brealiout sessions
are limited at a large international confer
Ence.

“When you have more than 30,000
people, how dovou attract their atten
tion?™ he asked. Pamicipants were often
drawn 1o the brealouts by high-profile
spealers or simullaneous interpretation,
somelimes o the detriment ol the
content of other sessions, de Plaen said.

He says the conference brought new
adtention to his specilic research locus an
the links between HIV infection and food
SECLUFTLY.

“ALDYS 2006 was one of the (st conler-
ences where the link was recognized, and
there was a lol of synery with other orga-
nizations that were reaching the same
conclusion,” de Plaen said,

Still, he questions the dollars and
effort requited to organize an interna-
tianal ALY conference every two years.
He savs a combinaticn of larger and
sraller meetings might be more effective

in [ostering new ideas and dialogue
withoul losing the media attention and

star poveer ol a less Trequent global event.

THE HONOR
OF A LIFETIME

Sussel points out that ics diflicul w
track tangible results for a conlerence like
Alls 194G or 200,

Mo would you measure that!” she
asked. “Lives saved? Infections prevented!
Those things are difficalt.”

Yel for many of the planners, suppliers
and freelancers who warked on the Inter
national AIDS Conference, the experience
swats the hanor of a lifetime,

“Ive run conferences Tor 27 years, and
fon thie st part, we ake fich peaple
richer, " Grabam said. “For the first time in
oy careel, we wete able to use all those
skills for sommething that really makes a
dilTerenee in this world, using our tech-
nodogy and logistical skills 1o help peaple
whiose Tives ave at risk every day,

“Where else can vou have o mecting of
the minds between the poovest people
fromn the mast remate parts of the earth in
the same room as Bl Cates, the wealth-
iest mman on eartly, and all ol them theee
for the same monumental cause?™”

Graham says Congress Canada stail
and suppliers leel the same,

e wanted to be part of something
big and contribute to something impor-
tant, and wie did,” she said, "We were able
tor get deals that | thought were impos
sible, We kept pushing ourselves, our
suppliers and our lifelong industey
friends, and we made it happen.” THMP
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