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AAAE North Central Region Research Conference: Why We Attend
Introduction
Research conferences can be useful venues for sharing scholarly work for professional societies such as the American Association for Agricultural Education (AAAE).  Benefits to attending research conferences can include professional development, interaction with peers for collaborative research activities, experiences for graduate student development, and acknowledging the accomplishments of members through award recognition. An important function that research conferences can also serve is to provide membership opportunities to conduct the ongoing business of the organization. This includes defining the objectives, purpose, and future direction of the organization. It is with this thought in mind that the following research project was initiated. AAAE holds an annual, national research meeting in addition to regional research conferences. This paper examines AAAE members’ motives for participating in the North Central region research conference.   

Theoretical Framework
Motivation to attend a conference is situated within the workplace expectancy model (Vroom, 1964).  The theory supposes that members make rational choices (e.g. attending a conference or not) based on two successive relationships, (a) effort and performance expectancy and (b) performance and outcome expectancy; the model is often written as, Effort  Performance expectancies, Performance  Outcome expectancies.  In this study, the effort and performance expectancy relationship can be described as a member’s expectation of the amount of effort required to lead to successful performance.  In other words, members would evaluate whether the effort to attend the conference (e.g. accessing funding, submitting work) is likely to lead to actually attending the conference.  The expectancy model suggests that low effort leading to a high likelihood of attending the conference would result in increased motivation.

The second relationship, performance and outcome expectancy, can be described in this situation as a member’s evaluation that performance (i.e. attending the conference) will yield expected outcomes (e.g. professional development, building professional network, new ideas).  The expectancy model suggests that if attending the conference yields a number of strong, valued outcomes, motivation to attend the conference would be maximized. The survey used in this study provides insight into the members’ motivation to attend the conference through gaining information about the amount of effort required to attend the conference and the associated positive outcomes associated with attending the conference.

Methodology
This descriptive study utilized an online survey mailed to AAAE members residing in the 24 states of the North Central region (American Association for Agricultural Education, 2012). The survey was constructed by the authors and reviewed by the past North Central region vice-president and the national president for AAAE during fall, 2013. Test items were constructed as Likert-type and yes/no questions with dialogue boxes for further explanations. The 16-item questionnaire related to past attendance at the North Central region research conference, motivating factors for attending/not attending, preferences for conference format and location, and intentions to attend future regional research conferences. Fifty-eight useable responses were received from a total of 110 individuals contacted on the AAAE North Central region list serve. 

Results/Findings
When asked their perspectives on the future of the North Central region research conference respondents were split in their views. Several stated they believe the regional AAAE membership in North Central is too small to conduct a separate conference and suggested eliminating the conference and/or joining with another region (Western or Southern). Others indicated that a number of other current professional meetings could provide opportunities for North Central AAAE members to gather (NAAE, ACTER, etc.) or suggested a format similar to the eXtension conference held virtually each year. Dwindling resources and the time required to attend the conference were listed as common reasons for discontinuing the current format of the North Central region research conference. Respondents in favor of continuing the regional conference cited most often the needed outlet for assistant professors and graduate students to publish their research. Opportunities for professional development and networking were additional reasons given for continuing the regional conference format.

Over 60% of respondents indicated they intended to participate in the 2014 regional conference. When given their choice, three-quarters of the respondents preferred meeting on a university campus compared to other venues. Reasons that were provided included “experiencing the culture” of another university, “interacting with students from the host institution”, and the chance to “see the facilities utilized by our sister programs.”  However, when asked about the location for future conferences, 59% of respondents indicated they were in favor of meeting in a larger city/airport hub that is more accessible for attendees flying to the conference. The ease of travel, potentially lower costs, and convenience were stated as common benefits to meeting in this setting.

Respondents were asked to rate their interest in attending specific activities at the regional conference. Using a 4-point scale of “not at all interested” to “very interested” respondents were most interested in “professional development related to delivering programs in higher education” (M=3.54) and “directed roundtable/SIG discussions regarding research/grant opportunities” (M=3.23). “Tours of local points of interest (non/agriculture/non-university)” received the lowest rating (M=2.60).
Conclusions
Professional development opportunities afforded by the North Central region conference and the chance to dialogue with other scholars in the region regarding research and funding opportunities provide the greatest benefit to those advocating continuation of the conference. Additionally, an outlet for early career scholars’ research was cited most commonly as rationale for future conferences. The cost necessary to attend and the time needed serve as significant barriers for attending the conference. Interest in aligning with existing conferences and/or moving to a virtual format were seen as alternatives models to the current regional structure for North Central AAAE members.
Implications/Recommendations/Impact on Profession
It is evident that members of the North Central AAAE region need to determine a clear purpose and objectives for an annual meeting. Aligning with Vroom’s workplace expectancy model, once the purpose and objectives of the meeting are identified the expectancy model suggests that if attending the conference yields a number of strong, valued outcomes, motivation to attend the conference would be maximized.
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