Summary Report – Winter Meeting 2010 Evaluation Results

On January 5th – 7th, ESIP held it’s annual winter meeting at the Hotel Palomar in Washington, DC.  This meeting turned out to set a record attendance with over 180 attendees, surpassing last year’s 170 registrants. Over three days, several plenary sessions and five Break Out tracks focused on the meeting theme of Environmental Decision Making.  

Quantitative Data

A quick overview of the returns gives a very positive picture of the meeting.  The technical and plenary sessions, as well as committee meetings, were give uniformly good and excellent grades.  As well, the quality of speakers, information and web connectivity were rated highly as well.  

Looking deeper, there are a couple of areas that did not measure up as highly.  The first is the facility itself.   

The Hotel Palomar went out of its way to accommodate a much larger audience that it’s facility can reasonably handle.  They were most comfortable maxing at 150 people, but as is often the case with our DC venue for the winter meeting, a lot of people show up “after the fact”, either after we have solidified the contract with the hotel or the day of the meeting wanting to be involved.  

This is a pleasant but difficult problem.  It is wonderful to note the interest and importance of our meeting and it is difficult for many people to register as early as needed for us to capture the real numbers of attendees for the hotel.  It was clear to the staff that as wonderful as the Hotel Palomar was, a new, bigger venue will be needed for the Winter 2011 meeting anticipated to be in Washington, DC once again. 
The fallout from this is indicated in the disparity between the facilities rating vs. location as well as with the poster session.   It was clear that people had problems with the small size of the break out rooms which were most comfortable for 20 people in a static presentation.  As always, we brought a lot more technology to our presentations and our session attendance was greater than room capacity. 

Our poster session/reception, while getting good to excellent marks, was cramped due to the space itself and a record number of posters.  Our normal number for posters and demos has historically been about 20-25.  At this meeting there were nearly 50.  Again, it was a pleasant dilemma, but a problem in terms of space.   This was mirrored in the comments where it was clear that we needed a larger display space.  
One interesting statistic was the comparison between depth/breadth vs. productivity in sessions.  The weakest of these was the productivity of the breakout sessions.  There was no clear reason for why this was the case; it was not reflected in the comments at all.  Anecdotally, there were some concerns that the final summation session of all of the breakouts in the morning was underwhelming and that it wasn’t clear on what outcome was expected of the session.  However, the median for this was good on all accounts. 
On the whole, the average grade for the meeting quantitatively was a 3.4 out of 4.  
Qualitative Data

As always, the most important nuggets that come out of the meeting are from the areas where participants can add commentary to their evaluation.  The comments shown in the data table were edited only for repetition so similar comments were not included. There was also only about a 60% comment response to the evaluation forms.  Many participants only completed the checked off sections. 

What did you find Most Useful?
There was not a lot of response to this section, only six participants filled in this part. 

The Most common comment was that 
“My goals were met. I wanted to see the collaborative process, and I found out it is doing well in ESIP.”
This indicates that  most participants felt that the entire meeting was useful and there were no specific high points or that it wasn’t an important point for them to post any commentary. 

What changes to the structure would you recommend?
For the most part, the comments reflected satisfaction with the general structure of the meeting. While there were not a lot of comments written in this section, it is more a sense of no problems were noted by the respondents.  There were two areas that were addressed in this section which will be taken up by staff and the partnership;

1. For the second meeting in a row, we neglected to reach a quorum in the business meeting.  There were only 42 participants out of a potential 115.  The deeper issue in this is how to deal with inactive membership.  It is a topic that will be addressed by both the Constitution and Bylaws, and Partnership committees in the coming year. 
2. Using the time during the business meeting more effectively for non-participants..   There were several comments that there could have been some adhoc meetings during the business meeting since only Voting Representatives or PIs could participate.  This is an excellent suggestion that will be taken up in planning for the Winter 2011 meeting. 

What will you be working on when you return? 
The most common theme was “following up with people I met.”  However, there were many, varied and specific plans that people had after the meeting.  It was clear that a lot of people had specific ideas in mind and they were planning on following through on what they gained from the meeting. 

What did you get done at the meeting?
It was clear that the theme from this question was the networking and meeting people that occurred throughout the meeting.  It is the strength of the ESIP meetings and it was evident that it occurred here as well. 

What Topic areas would you like to see?
It was surprising to see a number of comments on working with the general public and citizen science groups and these comments were not just from those in the climate literacy strands but from tech people as well.  Their comments reflected on the need to reach end users and how to make the data accessible to a larger audience. 

Where would you like to see future meetings?
Our general meeting schedule has been, in recent years to be in Washington, DC for the January meeting but to rotate the summer meetings.   There were a number of positive comments on that schedule and a number of suggestions on summer locations, several of which we have been to in the past.  

Comments

As expected, the comment section really reflected the problems with the space for the poster session.  Unfortunately, given the facility, we had to make the best of a problem brought on by an historic number of posters and demos and a limited area to display them.  Looking back on other venues, had the same number of posters been there as well, the same problems would have occurred.  Ironically, the poster session and reception evaluation scored very well considering the space problems. 
We will look closely at ways to have posters displayed more innovatively, try to limit them if necessary and other solutions.  The obvious issue is that we need to find a venue that can accommodate our needs, with the potential of hosting 200 people and a large number of presentations.  This would include larger break out rooms and a more flexible poster display space. 

Summary

How well were participant goals met?

For this meeting, we tried to dig deeper for metrics to see if we could get some qualitative data on participant experiences.  To accomplish this, we included a question in the registration asking what their specific goals were coming in to the meeting.  The hope was then to compare this to what they accomplished in the meeting and the specific question asking them how well their goals were met.   

While 42 individuals completed the evaluation, Only 14 of them stated their goals during the registration process and none of them answered the question about how their goals were met in the evaluation form. This prevented us from having any hard data that could be included in the report.  However, anecdotally, the question, “what did you get done at the meeting could give some indirect correlation to the stated goals.  One way was to look at their goals and most of the respondents gave poster presentations  which were reflected in their goals.  Others stated networking, one of the hallmarks of ESIP meetings, and others were there to be involved or run sessions.  While not definitive or comparative evidence, it did tend to show, that most likely people’s goals were met by the meeting. 
In conclusion, the meeting was a success.  We had historic attendance, record numbers of displays and the chaos that occurs when putting this together.   The evaluations were all good to excellent and most everyone left the meeting pleased and with a large to do list.  

