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"IN MY EXPERIENCE . . 

QUALITY CONTROL OF SYMPOSIA AND THEIR 
PUBLISHED PROCEEDINGS 

J. MICHAEL SCOTT, Idaho Cooperative Fish and Wildlife Research Unit, College of Forestry, 
Wildlife and Range Sciences, University of Idaho, Moscow, ID 83843 

C. JOHN RALPH, U.S. Forest Service, Pacific Southwest Forest and Range Experiment Station, 
1700 Bayview Drive, Arcata, CA 95521 

The lack of quality in symposia proceedings 
has recently been criticized by Bart and An- 
derson (1981). Their criticisms elicited 2 de- 
fenses of publishing symposia proceedings (Ca- 
pen 1982, Finch et al. 1982). These authors 
offered excellent suggestions for improving the 
quality of published proceedings: review pa- 
pers before acceptance; use outside reviewers; 
request revisions; reject low quality papers; es- 
tablish a strong organizing committee; and rec- 
ognize proceedings as citable works. In this 
paper we build on these suggestions and offer 
additional guidelines for improving the quality 
of symposia and their published proceedings. 

PURPOSE 

Well planned symposia can bring people to- 
gether to apply their collective intellects and 
energies to a problem. Symposia can serve to 
improve communication among researchers, 
managers, and administrators. When properly 
conducted, they offer the opportunity to par- 
ticipate, rather than just listen to papers. Sym- 
posia and their proceedings can be a powerful 
means of presenting ideas; however, their po- 
tential has been largely unrealized. We believe 
that presentation of papers on a common theme 
is the biggest advantage that symposium pro- 
ceedings have over professional journals. 

There are other, similar meeting vehicles. A 
workshop, for instance, can be used to bring 

together people to discuss a given subject. 
Workshops usually only address a rather nar- 
row topic, however, and should have a prob- 
lem-solving orientation. A symposium, as we 
discuss it, is a 3-5 day, highly structured meet- 
ing focused on a single subject. 

PLANNING A SYMPOSIUM 

Funding 

Specific funding sources will vary according 
to the type of symposium; government agen- 
cies, private organizations, and individuals may 
have interests served by symposia and a quality 
publication. It is important to approach these 
groups early because many require some lead 
time before money can be allocated. It is also 
important to avoid taking "no" for a final an- 
swer; in the year or more it takes to execute a 
symposium, priorities and personnel in orga- 
nizations may change. This can result in a more 
favorable attitude toward a proposal. 

Page charges for the papers accepted for 
inclusion in proceedings are an alternate source 
of funds. Many authors and agencies are ac- 
customed to page charges; $35-50/page would 
generate substantial funds. 

Publications 

Bart and Anderson (1981) stated that many 
proceedings should not be published. We agree 
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with Capen (1982) that many valuable refer- 
ences on our bookshelves are proceedings of 
symposia. However, we believe that publica- 
tion is warranted only if (1) the papers undergo 
critical peer review; (2) the proceedings are 
published in a readily available outlet, pref- 
erably in an established journal or monograph 
series, or by a reputable press; (3) the publi- 
cation is widely distributed and advertised; (4) 
the National Technical Information Service is 
provided a copy of those symposia involving 
federal funds (U.S. Dep. Commer., NITS, 5285 
Port Royal Road, Springfield, Va. 22161); (5) 
the proceedings are given a Library of Con- 
gress number; and (6) the proceedings are giv- 
en an International Standard Book Number 
(ISBN). The ISBN is provided by publishers; 
check with them to make sure they obtain one. 
To acquire a Library of Congress number, ob- 
tain a Library of Congress cataloging data sheet 
(available from Library of Congress or a uni- 
versity press) and send it with page proofs to 
the Library of Congress Cataloging in Publi- 
cation Division, Washington, D.C. 20540. Ad- 
ditional details on items 4-6 can be obtained 
from your librarian or publisher. 

Many authors are not willing to include their 
research in an unrefereed publication because 
it compromises their ability to publish in a 
refereed outlet. It is important that authors are 
told early that all papers will be refereed and 
promptly published in a book or journal with 
wide circulation. 

Probably the greatest criticism of symposia 
proceedings stems from a single cause, camera- 
ready copy. It is tempting to cut costs and 
speed up publication by having authors pro- 
vide camera-ready copy at the time their talk 
is presented. However, this precludes effective 
editing because the author, not the convenors 
or the editor, has the last say on the manuscript. 
Better quality is achieved by commercial 
printing, or at least by using a word processor. 
Hiring a typist for 1-2 months could result in 
camera-ready copy at your institution in which 
the editor, convenors, and session chairs can 

have the final say, making the end product 
more uniform, more consistent in style, and 
higher in quality. 

The need for prompt publication cannot be 
overemphasized. Convenors have an obliga- 
tion to the committee, authors, and themselves 
to be prompt. Publication within 12 months 
will ensure that the material will get more 
reviews, generate the greatest amount of new 
thinking, and thus achieve the original objec- 
tives of a symposia to synthesize a subject mat- 
ter and get a quality product out to the largest 
possible audience of users. Prompt publication 
should not be at the sacrifice of quality. This 
means taking care of most editorial and re- 
viewing chores before the symposium. 

We must rigorously edit the papers that we 
do publish and subject them to the same stan- 
dards as professional journals. Publication in 
the large number of journals available today 
often results in a highly dispersed and un- 
coordinated information base. Well organized 
symposia allow a much needed focus. Editors 
of symposia could combine the focused, inte- 
grated approach that symposia permit with the 
wide audiences that journals provide by pub- 
lishing symposia as special issues of established 
journals. 

Organization 

We suggest that planning should begin at 
least 2 years ahead of the scheduled meeting 
(Table 1). Preparation for a symposium begins 
with the convenor(s) writing down reasons for 
bringing people together. If the objective is to 
review the status of a discipline, then specific 
topics to be covered should be listed. They 
probably should be problem-oriented topics. 
Each topic can then be made into a session 
lasting 4-8 hours. We suggest that working 
guidelines for a symposium take on the format 
of a detailed outline for a book. If there is only 
a general topic (e.g., census methods, breeding 
biology) and papers are solicited on that topic, 
it is very likely that the papers submitted will 
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Table 1. Suggested organizational schedule for a sym- 
posium. 

Minimum 
months 
before 

Planning and implementation steps or after 

Before symposium 
Selection of topic 24 
First organizational meeting 18 
Letters to potential reviewers and 

session chairpersons 18 
Letters to potential presenters 18 
First public notices published and first 

public request for abstracts 15 
Selection of potential presenters 12 
Obtain written commitments from 

authors 12 
Deadline for abstracts 12 
Mail out detailed guidelines for authors 12 
First draft of manuscripts due 6 
Referees' comments on first draft back 

to authors 5 
Penultimate draft of manuscript due 1 

After symposium 
Authors' final drafts back to session 

chairs 1 
Final editorial comments on manu- 

script, prepare table of contents and 
key words index 2 

Manuscript sent to printer 2 
Review page proofs 4 
Symposium proceedings published 12 

be uneven in coverage and redundant. In ad- 
dition, many may espouse conventional wis- 
dom, while the unpopular, unexplored areas 
of the discipline go unrepresented and unex- 
plained. 

After outlining a potential symposium, dis- 
cuss the possibilities with colleagues. Identify 
the audience for the symposium early. Prob- 
ably the best symposia are those that bring 
together people who interact dynamically dur- 
ing the symposium. This interaction often re- 
sults in major or minor revisions of manuscripts 
and sometimes even new contributions. The 
final publication is therefore much more than 
the sum of its parts. 

Convenors should choose a steering com- 
mittee of individuals who are willing to spend 

the time to organize a high-quality sympo- 
sium. Work ethic, ability to communicate, as 
well as enthusiasm and knowledge of the sub- 
ject are also important attributes for committee 
members. We suggest from 6 to 12 people for 
a committee, including an editor. The main 
reason for including an editor at this stage is 
to avoid lengthy editorial revisions after peer 
review of manuscripts. The committee should 
consist of individuals who will serve as topic 
(and therefore session) chairpersons. Topic 
chairs and session reviewers should be knowl- 

edgeable about the subject, articulate, and able 
to think quickly on their feet. We believe that 
it is necessary that convenors, reviewers, and 
chairs provide strong and continued guidance 
and encouragement to participants. This time 
commitment should not be taken lightly. In 
the year before a major symposium session 
chairs may spend up to 10% of their work day, 
and convenors up to 25%, in preparation. 

Have a formal meeting of the committee at 
least 18 months before the symposium. Provide 
copies of the symposium outline well before 
the meeting, and seek input on topic, format, 
and speakers. At the first meeting, finalize a 
time schedule and decide on session chairs, 
reviewers, length of talks, and time allocated 
for questions. 

We suggest that the format for a symposium 
should be nonconcurrent sessions with a half 
day devoted to each topic. Each session should 
include an introduction by the topic chair, fol- 
lowed by the various speakers, and concluded 
by 1 or 2 topic summarizers. 

Strive for evenness and depth in coverage 
of each topic. Actively seek unpopular hy- 
potheses. Do not overlook a topic simply be- 
cause it may be difficult to find a speaker. Seek 
diversity and breadth of coverage when iden- 
tifying potential speakers and seek experts from 
outside North America. Solicit names of pos- 
sible foreign authors from topic chairs and re- 
viewers. In order to increase chances of par- 
ticipation by foreigners and other key people, 
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offer to pay all or part of their travel and lodg- 
ing expenses. 

Committees 

The steering committee's job is to give over- 
all direction to the meeting and to make de- 
cisions regarding content, outlet, and meeting 
place. Session chairs for the symposium should 
be responsible for editing 4-10 papers on a 
common theme, insuring that authors adhere 
to guidelines and deadlines, and writing an 
introduction for their sessions. These introduc- 
tions should briefly review the general topic 
and set the tone for papers that follow. Topic 
chairs will also lead the sessions, keep speakers 
on schedule, and stimulate audience partici- 
pation during question-and-answer periods. 

Topic summarizers should provide editorial 
comments on all papers before the symposium 
and write a critical summary of their topic for 
the proceedings. It is their job to synthesize 
presentations and to express their views on the 
perspective and relevance of each paper. It is 
not unreasonable to select reviewers with dif- 
ferent views of the subject matter to insure a 
point-counterpoint format. 

Symposium convenors should review all pa- 
pers and coordinate the presentations in the 
various sessions. It is their responsibility to ac- 
cept or reject abstracts for inclusion in the sym- 
posium and to ensure that each submitted pa- 
per is reviewed adequately. 

When identifying key resource people, do 
not overlook support personnel such as typists 
and general assistants. They are necessary to 
handle correspondence and coordinate logis- 
tics. 

Location 

We suggest holding a symposium in a place 
that is near a major airport. In addition, a self- 
contained meeting place provides ample op- 
portunities for casual interactions so vital to a 
succcessful symposium. A relaxing place in a 

comfortable rural setting is often an asset. We 
believe that meetings in cities provide too many 
distractions that tend to draw people away from 
the symposium. 

Arrangements are essential to the smooth 
functioning of a symposium. A symposium's 
content is enhanced by the atmosphere created 
by the location and those taking care of local 
arrangements. A local arrangements commit- 
tee should be responsible for planning food, 
lodging, meeting rooms, registration, and re- 
freshments. Excellent guidelines for this part 
of your planning are provided by Callaham 
(1980) and Fazio and Gilbert (1986). 

Advertising 

After the committee has finalized an outline, 
it is time to publicize the symposium and solicit 
speakers. Send notices out to professional jour- 
nals and newsletters that reach your intended 
audience. It may take from 6 weeks to 6 months 
before such an advertisement is published. 
Make arrangements for repeated advertise- 
ment. Obtain the mailing list for professional 
societies and mail notices to their editors and 
members. Send copies of the symposium out- 
line and letters soliciting abstracts on specific 
topics to potential participants identified at the 
initial meeting of the steering committee, and 
ask for their ideas on additional participants 
and topics. 

Program 

As the deadline for submitting abstracts ap- 
proaches, identify topics in the detailed outline 
that are inadequately covered and actively so- 
licit abstracts on these. However, make it clear 
to those that are asked for abstracts that ac- 
ceptance on the program is not guaranteed. 

Immediately after the abstract deadline, the 
co-convenors and steering committee should 
meet to sort abstracts for appropriate sessions 
and topics. Rank them according to content, 
originality, and potential for the author to de- 
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liver the final paper on time. Make selections 
for inclusion in each session, then send copies 
of all abstracts to the appropriate topic chairs 
and reviewers. Stick to the symposium outline 
and avoid redundancy. The final decision on 
inclusion should rest with the convenors. 

Next notify authors that their abstracts have 
been accepted and give them the names of the 
topic chairs. Tell authors what you want cov- 
ered and give them a detailed list of deadlines. 
Details for manuscript preparation, page 
charges, and length of talk should also be pro- 
vided at this time. Convenors should commit 
to publishing by preparing a written contract 
between themselves and the authors for pre- 
paring and publishing papers. To assure that 
deadlines are met, both the convenors and top- 
ic chairs should contact each author several 
times before the first draft of the manuscript 
is due. 

By this time, if abstracts for all topics have 
not been received, solicit names of potential 
participants from authors from whom you have 
accepted abstracts. This is a good way to locate 
others who may be able to contribute a paper, 
especially given the lead time that you should 
have. 

Posters should be treated as an integral part 
of the symposium and fully recognized as im- 
portant professional contributions. Their use 
can be an effective way to increase partici- 
pation by symposium attendees and to give 
people a chance to present data and hypotheses 
in a more personal manner. Posters should be 
grouped by topic and changed every day to 
coincide with the oral presentations. Excellent 
guidelines for conducting poster sessions have 
been written (Frear and Thompson 1982, Fa- 
zio and Gilbert 1986). 

Papers 

When the first drafts of manuscripts are re- 
ceived by the topic chairs, they should be sent 
for review to the session reviewers, symposium 
convenors, and if necessary, outside referees. 

Reviewers should be given deadlines for re- 
turning manuscripts and advised that journal 
standards will be used by referees evaluating 
their papers. Inform authors when referees' 
comments will be returned to them. We be- 
lieve that it is important that one of the con- 
venors be given the responsibility of tracking 
all manuscripts to reduce the number of missed 
deadlines. 

First drafts should be carefully examined to 
make sure that authors are staying on their 
topic, providing high quality material, and 
meeting the overall objectives of the sympo- 
sium. Use of the symposium to present unre- 
lated papers should not be tolerated. This is 
the time to put symposium authors in touch 
with each other. Inform them of people pre- 
paring papers on related topics and have them 
cite these papers in their presentation. 

People who cannot or will not deliver a qual- 
ity product on time should be obvious by the 
time first drafts are due. If you are having 
trouble with authors at this stage, contact them 
early, and explain again the need to meet dead- 
lines. Do not hesitate to find a replacement. 
Also, do not hesitate to add a paper or 2 to 
cover deficiencies. 

After the authors have received detailed 
comments from a minimum of 3 referees, they 
can start revisions. It is important to keep in 
touch with authors and remind them of dead- 
lines and manuscript guidelines during this pe- 
riod of revision. Convenors and referees should 
identify key papers or subject areas they may 
have overlooked, and may suggest fieldwork 
that might be done to strengthen their argu- 
ments or alternative hypotheses. High quality 
slides should be prepared that have been pre- 
screened in a room with dimensions similar to 
those of the room in which they will be pre- 
sented. Even the best talk will suffer if the 
graphics are too busy, sloppy, or small (Fazio 
and Gilbert 1986). 

All authors should have their penultimate 
version to the session chair 1 month before the 
symposium. Only relatively minor changes will 
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usually be made on the manuscript after this. 
However, the symposium itself will often be a 
catalyst for extensive revisions of some papers. 

CONDUCTING A SYMPOSIUM 

Presentations 

We have found that 15-min presentations 
with 5 min for questions are adequate for in- 
dividual talks. For this to be effective, however, 
chairpersons must hold speakers to their allot- 
ted time. Short talks stimulate the audience to 
interact with speakers, thus producing better 
final manuscripts. Paper sessions will go 
smoothly if all authors have prescreened their 
slides again on the day of their presentation. 
The audio-visual people should check all 
equipment before each session and have extra 
equipment. It is our experience that each paper 
session is best followed by a review and com- 
mentary by the session reviewers. 

We recommend long breaks (with juice, tea, 
and coffee provided), at least 2 of 20-30 min 
each, and a long lunch break. Keep the eve- 
nings unstructured, but provide a reason for 
people to gather. We have found art shows and 
poster sessions with ample refreshments to be 
very effective. These activities will maximize 
the time participants have to talk and exchange 
ideas. 

Follow-Up 

Give the authors 4-8 weeks after the sym- 
posium to revise their manuscripts. This is a 
critical time for authors to include references 
and other information obtained during the 
symposium. 

After receiving the final versions of the 
manuscripts, we recommend allocating 3-5 
days for the symposium convenors and the ed- 
itor to copyedit the manuscripts, and to dou- 
ble-check uniformity of style and format. After 
copyediting, the manuscripts are sent to the 
printer. 

Page proofs should initially be sent to au- 

thors, then returned to the editor. It might be 
wise to bring in an outside reader during the 
page-proof stage who would be more likely to 
pick up mistakes than those who have seen 
each manuscript several times. This would also 
be a good time to prepare an index. After pub- 
lication, advertise the proceedings in profes- 
sional journals and newsletters, and send copies 
to review editors of major journals. Wide pub- 
licity of a proceedings will increase the chance 
for a large readership. 

CONCLUSIONS 

Symposia are an important part of the sci- 
entific process and provide a valuable means 
for the exchange of information. With limited 
time and money available, it is important that 
we take full advantage of symposia opportu- 
nities to assemble a critical mass of individuals 
interested in a single topic. 

We believe that convening symposia is 
worthwhile only when papers are presented on 
a well defined set of topics by people of varying 
views and backgrounds who are asked to shed 
light on the vexing problems facing scientists 
today. Sometimes it is the only way for a sub- 
ject to be adequately summarized and future 
directions identified. However, it is not a task 
to be undertaken lightly. Bart and Anderson 
(1981) raised legitimate concerns. Our argu- 
ment would be that, if a topic is worth getting 
some people together for, and if it is well done, 
then it is probably worth publishing. We can 
improve the quality of symposia proceedings 
by being highly selective in those symposia we 
convene and in the proceedings we decide to 
publish. 
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