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Are There Too Many Meetings?

AFTER OVER 20 YEARS, the face of

online meetings is changing. As of 2001,
Online World 18 no more, the National
Onhine Meeting sports a new name, and
ASIS (now ASIST) continues to refocus
s meetings. Is the raditonal online in-
dustry n trouble or were too many meel-
mgs vying for our attention and budget”

Online Inc. changes direction

Jell and Jenny Pemberton, founders
of Online Inc.. started their annoal meet-
g e 1979 as o companion for their two
mdustry magazines, Online and Dara-
pase (now  EConrent.) The aurumn
meetimg attracted over 2000 imformation
professionals, as the meetings moved
each vear around the country from San
Francisco (o Chicago to the East (most
iften Wa:chingu.m. DCY)

A few years ago. meeling organiz-
ers decided to eliminate proceedings and
contributed papers, began focusing on
invited speakers. and attempted to at-
tract an end user audience as well as in-
formation professionals, The meeting,
renamed Online World, was rescheduled
trom late autumn to September and met
in Washington two years ina row, The
competition between Online World and
Informanion Today's annual Nationul
Online Meeting (held every May in New
York) began to heat up.

Al the same tume, the Online Inc,
magazines began to change focus, Al-
though Online cominues to be the major
information professional source for on-
ine topics, Database in its new incar-
nation as EContent began directing ils
efforts more toward database publishers
and content producers,

At the September 2000 meetng in
San Diego, the Pembertons announced
that 1t would be the last Online World
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conterence, Instead, they will restruc-
tre thetr meetings to correspond more
closely to the new target audiences and
missions of their magazines.

Reva Basch, author of Researching
Online for Duwmmies and editor of On-
line's “SuperSearcher” series of hooks,
speculates that “Online Ine, took a long,
hard look at the competition—especial-
Iy the conference known unti] recently as
the Nutional Online Meceting—aund de-
cided that the industry could no longer
support more than one massive, broad-
spectrum conference/exhibition, On one
leve] this mirrors the consolidation that's
going on within the industry itsell. On
another, 1t indicates that the online in-
dustry 18 maturing, that the average at-
endee 18 abready  somewhat-to-very
knowledgeable about online information
and 1s ready o go deep. rather than
broad, in furthering that knowledge ™

Web Search University

Online World hadn’t been able
keep up with the National Online Meet-
ing in recent years and, frankly, had got-
ten somewhat stale. Online Inc. decided
o try a different tactic o play to is
strengths and differentiate it from the
competttion, The Online World mect-
ings were wonderful, savs Basch, “at
providing the mitty-gritty search tips and
tutonials that Online magazine has ex-
celled av over the vears.” Searchers
turned to Onfine and the meeting to
learn tips and techmiques they could 1m-
medutely apply at work., Online Inc.
will build on this vadition, in 4 smaller.
more focused wav, with 11s new Web
Search University, due to launch in May,

According to Bill Mickey, editor
of EContent magazine, “Web Search
University (WSU) is a new series of
mediom-sized shows that.. will re-
place the old Online World event” In
this, its first yvear, WSU will be held
twice—an Chicago from May 6-8 and
i Reston, VA, trom September 91 |
(www.websearchu.com). The intent,
says Mickey, 18 o “attract a largely re-
gional audience of serious searchers—
many hbranans bul also a lot of spe-
cralty searchers in market research, cor-

porite development. competitive intelli-

gence, cic.”

The focus will be on practical tech-
niques o improve searching skills of
people who do it daily, This builds on
what worked best at the old Online
World shows. As Mickey explained,
"Over the years, the topic of practical
searching has alwavs been one of the
most papular at Online World events, so
we're essentially taking best-of-show
sesstons and building them into a con-
centrated two-day program.” Aiming to
address the limntauons of the old format.
the new tormat will offer more ime for
the how-tos and the specitics of search-
mg muluple fee-based online services
and free web resources, without the dis-
tractions of short formal speeches held
i huge lecture halls,

Mickey elaborated that attendees at
the new meeting “will enjoy a much
longer session formal with enough time
for in-depth coverage and enough space
for laptops and note-taking.” Although
cach attendee will receive a binder of
handouts, the experience will not be
hands-on (between 300-500 people are
expected). There will be uble-top ex-
hibits but no exhibit hall.

Choosing the term “university”
over “meeung” or “conlerence” was in-
tentional. Online Inc. wants (his event
“to be an immersive educational experi-
ence.” With this in mind. Mickey ex-
pliined that “the instructors are search-
g for gurus whose day jobs involve
keeping abreast of the constant changes
i both fee and free web information.
We want the attendees to leave the show
with a ton of state-of-the-art searching
sKills and unique insights into web
search technology.”

Although T will be unable to par-
ticipate in the Mav WSU, T wish it well.
Continuing education is vital to all on-
line secarchers. How many times have
vou sat at a tradinonal conference ses-
ston wishing you could hear more spe-
cthic mformation from the speakers and
ask more detatled guestions? Online Inc,
Is counting on your answer being “many
imes”™ and providing the solution with
s new imnovatve format.
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EConteni

Just as Web Search University re-
flects Online magazine, the second.
more-focused show to replace Online
World will reflect the content and pur-
pose ol EContent mogazine. Former
EContent editor Marydee Ogalu, explain-
ing the magazine's name change from
Database, said that “as the definition of
clectronic content has broadened from
printed literature 10 new medid, com-
meree, and communications, so, oo,
have the interests of EConrenr readers
and authors., ... Creating content is some-
thing not too many libranans thought
dbout twao decades ago. Today, contenl
creation for the mtranet and even for sale
on the Internet i1s not outside the job pa-
rameters of nformation professionals”
(www.ecmag, netec 2000/ojala ] 2. huml).

[:Content 2001: The Content Expo
will be held November 12-13 at the
Sunta Clara Convention Center, CA,
Organizers hope o attrict a wide range
ol “content professionals”™—those re-
sponsible for aggregating, acquiring, dis-
ributing, managing, and selling digital
resources. This won't be an entirely new
audience for Onhne Inc., as the Apnl
"Buying and Selling EContent”™ show is
a smaller show aimed at executives in the
information industry, and EContent has
focused on this broader audience for over
a yvedar now (www.econtent2001.com),

Stll, it 1s more of a nsk than WS
It targets an audience less tamihiar with
the Online Inc. name and meets in Sili-
con Valley just as a Hagging economy,
slowdown in ivestments ininformation
companies, and an uncertain local pow-
er supply puts the mformation industry
in o cautious mood, If the new show
works, 1t will bring together a variety of
players in the content world and allow
cross-tertilizaton between mformation
professionals and content creators.

Information Today

Online Ine.'s main competitor in the
mlormtion professional market s Inlor-
mation Today. As Online Inc. downsizes
s general meenings. Informanon To-
day’s grow both in number and scope.
For 22 years, the two companies direct-
ly competed with large conterences for
online searchers. Now that Online World
is no more, Information Today's May
meeting 1n New York stands dalone in the
United States. Though long called the
National Online Meeung, this also will
change somewhat,

In Junuary 2001, Information To-

day announced that the National Online
Meeting will become part of an expand-
ed conference: InfoToday 2001, To he
held May 15-17 in New York, it will
combine three simultancous confer-
ences: National Online 2001, Knowled-
geNets 2001, and E-Libraries 2001, Six
simultaneous tracks will focus on online
searching, knowledge management, and
library systems.

Natonal Online 2001 shouldn™
differ much from the old National On-
line Meeting. It sull will combine con-
mibuted papers. kevnote speeches, and
other mvited presentations by industry
experts, plus @ large exhibit hall. As usu-
al, the sessions will include both re-
search-based topics and practical tips.
Speakers and attendees will come most-
ly from special and academic libraries.

The program should benefit. how-
ever. from the expansion and inclusion
of the E-Libranes conference (a hbrary

Fﬂr pure learning and
the chance to ask specific
questions, I'll take the
more focused meetings

systems-focused conference had run si-
multancously with National Online for a
number of years, but there was little
cross-fertilizauon) and trom the addinon
of a third new focus on Knowledge
Management. Having i three-in-one ap-
proach should resull in an expanded ex-
hibit hall and, as exhibitors must hope,
increased exhibit traffic.

Information Today also sponsors
the successiul Internet Librarian meet-
mng. held in Califorma every fall, and
Computers in Libranes. held in March
(www.intotoday.com).

ASIST

Even professional societies haven’t
resisted the urge o change conference
names and focus, Late last year the
members of the Amencan Society for
Information Science voted to change the
group s name 1o the Amencan Society
for Information Science and Technolo-
gy and 1o expand s scope 10 include
technology apphications as well as re-
search-bused topics (see "ASIST: ASIS

Born Agam.” Editorial, LJ 12/00, p. 6).

The name change tollowed the
abandonment of & midyear general
meeting each spring, owing to decreas-
ing attendance and Increasing expenses,
instead of two general meetings. ASIST
will hold a single (and expanded) au-
tumn annual meetung, plus a smaller
subject-focused “summit™ i winier or
spring. The first summit. in April 2(40)
on Information Architectures, wias a sue-
cess in Boston, leading to a similar San
Francisco meeting in February 2001,
These meetings are open not just to
ASIST members but also o anyvone in-
terested. The annual ASIST meeting
will be held in northern Virginia in No-
vember (www.asis.org),

Oldies but goodies

General-interest meetings for li-
brarians continue to offer a mix of on-
line and digital library topics as well.
Huge general protessional meetings like
the Amernican Library  Association’s
(ALA} and the Special Libranes Asso-
cranon's (SLA) annual and madwinter
meetings, as well as other slightly small-
er ones such as the Medical Library As-
sociation, Associstion of College and
Research Libaries, Public Library Asso-
cration, and more, continue o compete
for our meeting budgets.

| asked Basch. who like me has at-
lended hundreds of both generalized
and specialized meetings over the years,
how @ new librariun/online searcher
should choose, She believes  that
“evervone should have the chance Lo at-
tend at least one of each. They're very
different experiences. Not only do the
programs vary, but the opportumities for
networking, for interacting with ven-
dors, and for direct, as opposed to pas-
sive. participation vary, too. At the larg-
er conferences, you're generally more
ol an observer, Al the smaller ones, vou
have more visibility, more of a chance
to be heard. Obviously. 1f a small con-
lerence addresses exactly the subject
area you need o learn more about,
that's where vou should go. But you re-
ally haven't lived. professionally speak-
ing, 11 you haven’t attended a massive,
SLA- or ALA-scale blowout,”

You will hear about a wider varnety
of topics, get involved in governance is-
sues (and probably attend more parties)
at ALA or SLA meetings, but for pure
learning and the chance o ask specific
questions, 'l take the more focused
meetings. [ hope they survive.
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