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INTRODUCTION 

For many years, the Society of South African Geographers has used the traditional conference 

format for their annual student and biennial academic conferences as a means of fulfilling 

(partially) their constitutional objectives. Yet, the Society is not yet geared towards tracking 

the history of its conferences (Visser et al., 2016 ). Using the most recent SSAG conference as 

a baseline, this document serves to provide a brief overview of the layout, and to report on the 

turn-out of SSAG2018, from an organisational perspective and also the response of the 

attending delegation. A guideline to future conference organisers has been designed in response 

to the challenges experienced by the SSAG2018 organising committee, with a fully adaptable 

online resource (visit http://www.ssag.co.za/supplementary-material/).  In addition, reflections 

on the current format, focus and impact of the SSAG’s conferences, with the aim of enhancing 

the scientific and social impact, and minimising the environmental footprint, has been 

documented in Pretorius & Rudolph (2019). The issues raised in this paper bring questions and 

considerations to the fore, which may be relevant for future Council members and organising 

committees, to ensure the longevity of the Society, and the efficiency of its conferences.   

REPORTING ON SSAG2018 

The planning of the SSAG2018 started with an interview with the organiser of the previous 

conferences, Prof. Ronnie Donaldson, during 2016 event at Stellenbosch University.  The 

information received formed the foundation of the first brainstorming session at UFS’ 

Geography Department, within a week after the 2016 conferences. These ideas were 

continuously supplemented with experiences drawn from attending other conferences (local & 

international) in the two years preceding SSAG2018. During this brainstorming session, an 

‘Organising Committee’ (OC) was formed.  

Following is an account of the organisational and administrative decisions of the OC, as well 

as the implementation and consequences of these decisions, as experienced by the OC from the 

first day of planning, throughout registration processes up until the closing functions and 

student gala dinner.  

  

http://www.ssag.co.za/supplementary-material/
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Focus & Format 

A detailed account of the conference focus format and session themes is already in covered by 

Pretorius & Rudolph (2019). The SSAG2018, hosted by the university of the Free State, had a 

strong focus on environmental and societal impact, expressed through the conference theme. 

The philosophy behind the theme - Geography and Community:  research, learning, impact – 

produced an event where one Geography Department which sits across two campuses, 

Bloemfontein and Qwaqwa (separated by 300 km), hosted two conferences simultaneously 

(Academic and Student), whilst at the same time aiming to improve our societal impact and 

involvement, and decrease the environmental footprint. The conferences took place on 1-5 

October 2018 during which all academic and social activities for both Academic and Student 

Conferences occurred (table 1).  

Table 1: The schedule for the SSAG2018 Academic & Student Conferences.  

Campus Bloemfontein (BFN) BFN & Qwaqwa (QQ) 
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Gala Dinner; 

Student 

Opening 

Closing 

Function (QQ); 

Student Gala 

Dinner (BFN) 

 

In the following section, an overview of the SSAG2018 conferences is described from the 

perspective of the organising committee. Smaller details, not explicit in the conference 

material, are highlighted in attempt to supplement the foundation for monitoring the SSAG’s 

conference, established by Pretorius & Rudolph (2019). The material used for SSAG2018 is 

available as example material on http://www.ssag.co.za/supplementary-material/. 

Communication & Administration 

A dedicated conference e-mail address and website (www.ssag2018.co.za) were used as the 

main communication channel. Other existing platforms, e.g. the Society’s website, social 

media page and mailing list were used to support announcements.  

http://www.ssag.co.za/supplementary-material/
http://www.ssag2018.co.za/


3 

 

In order to participate in SSAG2018, a three-step process had to be completed through the 

conference website: (1) abstract submission, (2) registration, and (3) automated invoicing and 

payment. For the SSAG, it was the first time that an online system was used to such an extent 

– a Google Form was used for the 2016 conference at Stellenbosch University, but was still 

communicated via e-mail.  The only challenges with the online registration system was that 

some institutional e-mail servers blocked automated e-mails related to registration 

confirmations and invoices from Google.  The default was having the OC assist in this via 

individual e-mail. 

Despite regular use of communication channels, there was still much confusion around the 

schedule and registration packages, which related to the timing of the Student and Academic 

Conference programmes and the geographical separation between Bloemfontein and Qwaqwa 

campus. These issues intensified the administration demands as deadlines approached and 

realisation about the geographical distance between the campuses dawned. Student conference 

communication was time-consuming since queries predominantly came from individual 

students instead of a group coordinator. 

Each delegate received a name tag with a schedule printed on the back (which may be the 

reason why delegates wore their tags every day). They also received an A5 Programme & Book 

of Abstracts, the Proceedings (on a CD), a pen and notebook from recycled material – all in an 

un-dyed, unbranded, cotton bag (Pretorius & Rudolph, 2019). 

Finances  

Constructing a budget proved difficult – not knowing how much delegates were willing to pay 

and what they would expect to be included in their fee. Yet, after making known the various 

packages there were few queries or complaints. The budget was designed to cover the base 

costs of each ‘package’. A 20% mark-up on price per person was added to registration fees for 

full-members, in order to subsidise PhD students, and a 30% mark-up for non-members to 

make-up their ‘outstanding membership fees’ (a budget outline is available in the online 

resource). 

SSAG2018 used a Google Form with a mail merge plug-in to generate automated invoices. It 

allowed delegates to re-invoice themselves and the template generates a new invoice number 

each time (and to be used as a reference by the delegates). A strict ‘no-refund’ policy was 

adhered to, and all the registration fees were received (not without constant follow-up) prior to 

the start of the conference. The conference made no losses. Moreover, a dedicated NPO bank 
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account was opened for all conference related transactions, which kept the balances separate 

from Society and institutional finances.  

Venue(s) and Catering 

Since the session venues were all in one building, providing tea throughout the day encouraged 

people to stay and network, but serving lunch in a different venue, allowed for a time to refresh 

and reflect. Having the session venues in close proximity to one another, and keeping same 

themed sessions in one venue, made it easy for delegates to move between sessions. Although, 

the session venue had a back door for the audience to enter and exit without disturbing the 

speaker, it was not sufficiently used mainly because delegates were unaware of the distinction. 

Other disruptions were related to technical issues and security alarms being triggered 

unannounced. Unfortunately, the poster boards were made to be used with velcro strips and not 

thumb tacks, as anticipated and the (un)availability of WiFi was a major concern, and could 

not be addressed by the organisers.  Still, the venue had ample space for poster displays, tea 

time and conversing – which did not interfere with running sessions.  

On days when dinner was included in the conference programme, delegates received a simpler 

lunch and less eats for afternoon tea in order to balance the budget. The flexibility of the caterer 

made this possible. Delegates were provided with a glass water bottle to refill at waterpoints 

around the venue. Where dietary requirements were requested on the registration form, the 

open-ended space meant a myriad of diet options (essential and preferential), of which not all 

were catered for by the service provider. Still, there were no reports of delegates going hungry, 

having difficulty with access or parking, or getting lost. 

Proceedings & CPD 

As of 2016, the aim is to keep published conference proceedings a permanent structure of the 

SSAG biennial conference. Generally, articles go through a double-blind peer-review with two 

reviewers. For SSAG2018, authors who submitted to the proceedings (usually society 

members) were also used as reviewers. The SSAG2018 was accredited as a CPD event, upon 

requests of a few delegates.  

Programme 

Both oral and poster presentations were accommodated. Speakers were given 15 minutes to 

talk with 5 minutes available for questions, while posters were displayed the entire conference 

with dedicated presenting time. Where possible, sessions relating to themes from a sub-
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discipline did not run parallel. Dedicated networking time was grafted into the programme, to 

allow for continuing discussions. 

Late abstract submissions/registrations were scheduled into the back-end of sessions, since 

there is a higher chance of their withdrawal (more on this in the next section). The first speaker 

of a session was asked to chair, but they would sometimes run overtime, setting the rest of the 

session late. On some occasions a speaker would ask right before their session to shift their 

time slot (earlier), due to flights etc. These requests were generally accommodated, but it 

disrupted the audience, who followed the programme to attend specific talks. 

Adherence to Deadlines 

Of the 171 abstracts received (of which only 16 opted for poster presentations), only 70 were 

submitted before the closing date, and another 46 on the last day (figure 1). The deadline was 

extended by two weeks during which a further 55 were submitted. Only 139 were finally 

included in the programme, since 15 withdrew and 17 authors never again corresponded or 

registered. Although 60% of withdrawals were late submissions, the final programme included 

proportionally nearly as many late submissions as it did the early submissions. 

 

Figure 1: Total abstracts submitted within the deadlines, and the percentage of abstracts included or excluded 

from the final programme based on delegate registration. 

 

Registration and payment deadlines were poorly adhered to (figure 2). A total of 138 delegates 

registered to attend, but only 50 of ‘authors with abstracts’ had registered by the deadline. It 

delayed the programme drafting process tremendously, since 65% of abstracts still had 

unconfirmed attendance. It is important to note that there was no public announcement of an 
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extension to the registration deadline, unlike for abstract submissions. Still, many requests for 

late-registrations were received and delegates who had abstracts in the system were 

accommodated. Had SSAG2018 not extended the submission date, a large proportion of the 

final attending delegates might have been excluded from the conference. 

 

 

Figure 2: The number of registered delegates with and without abstracts, and the proportion of late 

registrations. 

 

Attendance 

Of all the registered delegates, only three withdrew the week before, and nine did not show-up 

making a total of 115 in attendance. Keynote speakers accounted for three, and seven of these 

were sponsor representatives. The remaining 105 participants consisted of 2% representatives 

from government and education sectors, 6% from industry, and 90% from universities of which 

(figure 3). A list of representative numbers per University is presented in (Pretorius & Rudolph, 

2019), and it shows bias of some institutions to attend either of the Conferences. University 

delegation were made up mostly of full-member Academics with only 21 PhD students (see 

also Pretorius & Rudolph, 2019).  

Student delegates mostly arrived as a group, and so registration numbers closely matched 

attendance, except for five or so accompanying academics that arrived unannounced. Some of 

which actually registered for the academic conference (and never arrived), only to attend the 

student conference. Other registered themselves as students, but were in fact accompanying 

lecturers.  
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Figure 3: The percentage of participants from various sectors, and the membership status of University 

participants. 

Further, while delegates responded to the optional social events by RSVP, on average 29 people 

did not attend (figure 4). Similar to most conferences, initial registration did not reflect actual 

participation numbers. Given the confusion surrounding the two campuses, it was not 

uncommon for delegates (academic and student) to arrive in Bloemfontein when they were 

meant to be in Qwaqwa, and vice versa. In the case of the Student conference, some registered 

delegates turned out to be student group accompaniments rather than participants. Similarly, 

the printed programme slightly differed from actual events since, for example, when a speaker 

did not show-up for a session, their time-slot would be filled by a willing (and ready) 

participant. The numbers presented here reflects the participation in Day 1-3 events and the 

excursions within Bloemfontein, and should not have more than a 3% error. 

 

Figure 4: Number of positive responses vs. attendance of social conference events. 
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RESPONSE FROM SSAG2018 DELEGATES 

In order to measure (the successes of) SSAG2018 and gain insight on the expected outcomes 

of future conferences, those in attendance at SSAG2018 were prompted for feedback in three 

ways:   

1. A feedback form was made available throughout the conference, and again at the gala 

dinner; 

2. A (-n interactive) poster, designed by the authors and submitted as part of the 

conference programme, provided an opportunity for delegates to enter into a discussion 

with the authors, or write anonymous responses in answer to the questions on the poster.   

3. An open discussion during the Biennial General Meeting, where Society members 

could respond on the perceived successes and/or failures of SSAG2018 and make 

recommendations regarding the approach and format of future SSAG conferences. 

The purpose of this mixed methodology was first to encourage individual reflection on the 

grander context of conferences. Secondly, to gain feedback on the programme and logistics of 

SSAG2018 for all practical purposes, and lastly to gauge whether the current format met the 

Society’s expectations. 

Response to the interactive poster was poor. Despite several delegates reading the poster, only 

three gave written feedback. Forty-nine feedback forms were completed. The total number of 

delegates that attended the conference was 115, thus, giving a response rate of 43%. A record 

of SSAG2018 attendance numbers, submitted papers and events participation can be found in 

Pretorius & Rudolph (2019). Feedback received during the Biennial General Meeting was 

generally positive, with a lively discussion about implementing constructive changes to future 

conferences. Some responses on the most or least valued aspects of the conference, are 

presented in table 2. Delegates did not always specify their comments as compliments or 

critique, but generally, a positive or negative sentiment could be deduced from the writing 

style, i.e. the use of capital letters, exclamation marks and such. Further responses are discussed 

below according to the aspects they relate to.  

Keynote Speakers and Session Themes 

Special mention was made by several delegates on the value they derived from the keynote 

addresses.  Feedback regarding the themes (see table 3) were preferential and commented on 

the inclusion of multidisciplinary studies “(not just Geo)” with a greater emphases on specific 
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Table 2:  A summary of the most and least valued aspects of the SSAG2018 conference, from delegate feedback 

forms. 

Most valued aspects: 

“Keynote address was very informative.” 

“The keynote speakers were fantastic.  In addition to 

that, the themes of the conference were well selected.” 

“I liked the intimate atmosphere.” 

“Networking hub and collegiality of all participants.” 

“Variety of topics.” 

“Good mixture of talks; campus tour.” 

Least valued aspects: 

“Social geography.” 

“[L]east favourite were the lunches – not very tasty 

and filling”;  

“Lack of time for questions/discussions in sessions”;  

“The human/physical geography sections/sessions 

coincided, so we could not attend both.” 

“[N]ot enough people attending” and “[t]he 

networking was not much of a success” or “[d]o 

something to facilitate networking better” 

 

Table 3:  A few key recommendations for themes and speakers of future conferences form delegate feedback forms. 

“Include more diverse/international keynote speakers; showcase/include multidisciplinary studies (not just 

Geo).” 

“Do a call for sessions & themed call for papers like other conference!” 

“[G]uest speakers didn’t all have question time” 

“I recommend that issues such as Geography and food security are taken into consideration.” 

“PowerPoint guidelines … (How to avoid death by PowerPoint).” 

“Cross-cutting workshops that include the various subsections of Geography” 

“Basic ESRI workshops” 

“[H]ave a panel discussion/debate on a topical issue related to geography and environment.” 

 

topics such as “education”, “IKS [indigenous knowledge systems]” and “food security”; 

whereas others considered dedicated sessions on “social geography” and “ESRI” of little value. 

Another statement explains the occurrence of this need: “[d]o a call for sessions & themed call 

for papers like other conference!”.   

Since the SSAG biennial conference is by default a Geography conference, topics outside 

“Geo” do not fit the scope, and although there is a need for topics not yet included in the 

traditional conference themes (such as IKS and food security), there is an oversight (and under 

utilisation) of those already included (such as education). A call for sessions was sent three 
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months prior to the call for abstracts, and none of these were suggested – proof that the final 

conference themes are dependent on the response to these calls.  In essence, even with 

suggested themes, the submitted papers determine the final programme. New themes could be 

discussed with the Council if it is decided that the conference should target a wider audience. 

Programme 

Complaints related to the programme layout (“[h]uman/physical sections/sessions coincided, 

so we could not attend both”) and number of conference delegates (“[n]ot enough people 

attending”) are sticky issues to address by the organising committee and simply out of their 

control.  First, the 2018 programme ran consecutively instead of parallel, allowing delegates 

with a certain interest to be able to attend all the relevant sessions. This is the result of an 

unfortunate trade-off, allowing either inter- or intra-sub-disciplinary exposure within the 

Society. Regarding attendance, numbers were similar to previous years and a good 

representation of the average number of participants at SSAG biennial conferences. However, 

the fact that attendance was split across two campuses may have influenced the density of 

attendees on a particular day.  

During SSAG2018 the excursions were scheduled on the last day of the Bloemfontein leg of 

the conference, in order to accommodate the start of the student conference and have academics 

and students meet in a learning environment; however, it resulted in the academic conference 

ending in somewhat of an anti-climax. Except for hosting the student and academic conferences 

concurrently or extending the schedule by having excursions beforehand, there is little to be 

done about it.   

Student Conference  

Student presentations were limited to eight minutes, which proved successful, since students 

seemed well prepared and could focus their talks on the essential components of their research.  

Further, during their gala event a short presentation was given, promoting the Society, as for 

many students the conference is their first encounter with the SSAG.  The additional benefits 

of such a promotional presentation include the possibility of attracting students for 

postgraduate studies in the discipline.  

Lastly, similar to the writing workshop presented for PhD candidates during the biennial 

academic conference, there was a suggestion to host a writing workshop aimed at finalising 

honours research reports – especially in years when the conference is hosted earlier than usual 

(i.e. before August).     



11 

 

Improvements & Format 

Demonstrating the various needs and preferences of delegates, responses relating to 

improvements of the current event included every possible option, even to keep the current 

conference format. These are summarised in table 4 but is further unpacked in Pretorius & 

Rudolph (2019). 

Table 4:  Suggestions for general improvements on future conferences. 

“ESRI technology session.” 

“Keynote address to show the next paradigm shift.” 

“Do something to facilitate networking better.” 

“Nice citable proceedings (might happen now).” 

“More social media exposure.” 

“Centralise conference on one campus.” 

Improvement to the website could have been adding a FAQs section and making better use of 

social media.  It is also a cost-effective marketing method and the suggestions provided by her 

on using social media platforms (including Twitter, Facebook, and blogs) are useful.  

Publicising the event on a conference alert website such as PaperCrowd is also worth 

consideration by future organising committees.   

A range of time-slots for oral presentation lengths was suggested to accommodate the progress 

of the research:  shorter, 5-10 minute talks to share research that would otherwise have had to 

be presented as a poster; and longer, 20-30 minute talks to allow for detailed presentation and 

discussion. Also, suggestions to improve exposure of poster work included to replace 

traditional posters with “poster ‘hack-a-thons’ and flash-fact and/or lightning talks”.  The 

purpose of the hack-a-thon is to brainstorm together, for example: solving a specific challenge 

(such as water issues in rural Eastern Cape) and generate applied outcomes.  Flash fact or 

lightning talks serve the same purpose as a traditional poster, but offer the author dedicated 

presentation time within a session and perhaps greater probability of discussion from the 

audience.  

Further suggestions included panel discussions to replace keynote addresses; increase of public 

participation through hosting public lectures and discussion forums; “citable proceedings”; and 

the incorporation of skilled “[ESRI] workshops” into the programme. 

Remarks, positive or negative, express the appreciation for successful networking time: 

“[participant] collegiality” and an “intimate atmosphere”; and the frustration at failed 
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opportunities: “facilitate networking better”.  Future ‘networking’ efforts might be improved 

by facilitating an ice-breaker event, which encourages delegates to engage with strangers since 

Society members naturally migrate to colleagues they are acquainted with.   

CONCLUSION 

This document serves as a synthesises of the events and turn-out of the recent SSAG2018, by 

the organising committee and delegates in attendance in order to aid in the tracking and 

monitoring of future conferences. Though this document only gives a summary on delegate 

feedback, our recommendations and suggestions to future conference organisers on how to 

implement this feedback, and reflections on the format and impact of our conferences is further 

unpacked in Pretorius & Rudolph (2019). 

The organising committee found the lack of guidelines and their own inexperience in 

conference organising the most challenging factors, whereas most of delegate feedback 

revolved around the conference theme, impact and format. On the OC’s part, the biggest 

challenge was to communicate the conference vision (and intention) to Society members within 

their preconceived expectations, not exactly knowing what these expectations were. Similarly, 

the delegation often had expectations of the OC (logistically or administratively) which could 

not be met. 
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