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Organizing a Theme-Based Conference Online
How aZoom Chat Resulted in a Meeting with 3,000 Participants from 45 Countries

Jay Albanese, Virginia Commonwealth University, US
Dina Siegel, Utrecht University, The Netherlands
Felia Allum, University of Bath, UK
Tuesday Reitano, Global Initative against Transnational Organized Crime, Switzerland

Here's howit happened.

Jay and Dina got together on a Zoom callin March 2020 to discuss an upcoming meeting in The Netherlands, but moved online,
and how much we missed our colleagues, travel, and face-to-face conversations in general—both on and offthe record. They then
began o spitballideas about what was missing from the current wave of on-line webinars, and how better to capture some of the
in-person experience on line.

Dina s a principal in CIROC (Center for Information and Research on Organized Crime) and Jayis with the International Association
for the Study of Organized Crime. We were drawn to organizing a meeting around our mutual substantive interest: organized crime
(which includes corruption, transnationa crime, various forms of white-collar crime, political crime, cybercrime, and the rest). Jay
was concerned that we might get only four panels worth of partcipants. Dina was more optimistc

Then we hit on a killer idea: Lets do a conference over a continuous 24-hour period. That would add to the excitement about the
conference, challenge people to stay online for an extended period, make it very different from the many one-off webinars, and
permit participants from many different time zones around the world to present during a reasonable" time of day. (Jay reminded
Dina that 80AM panels atin-person meetings had become quite common despite their unreasonableness.)

We invited Felia Allum from the UK to join in the organizing, given her affiation with the
European Consortium on Political Researchs Standing Group on Organized Crime. We also
invited Tuesday Reitano, deputy director of the NGO, Global Initative against Transnational
‘Organized Crime (GITOC). Together, we iked to think we knew most of the people doing
work i the field. We began regular Zoom chats,

A 24-hour meeting of 75-minute sessions (with 15-minute breaks between) results in 16
sessions over a 24-hour period. That was our original plan. We spent a great deal of time

thinking about content: regular panel sessions, and sessions discussing recent books were
traditional, but we wanted to include more innovative content as well. One idea was to
includeemergingideasaround which papers had notyet beenwitten (oratleast completed).
This resulted in establishing ‘catwalk”sessions, discussing research ideas, research-in-progress, and thoughts about organized crime
in general. We also added another session format to show and then discuss recent documentaries about organized crime-elated
topics from locations around the world. The catwalk and video documentary sessions were new formats for everyone, adding to the
anticipation of how they might turn out.

We discussed the traditional idea of “original” papers for inclusion i regular panels. Unrelated work that Jay was doing found that
there were 58 published papers on organized crime during the previous year, plus many NGO reports, and other workin the grey
literature. Most were unknown (unread) by many, o we decided to include recently published research, as well s unpublished but
‘completed work at the conference. This turned out be a wonderful way to expand interest in participation in the meeting. There
are lots o folks are looking to be updated on what' going on in the field, and we di not want to miss this group in the research,
practitioner, and student worlds. Deciding that registration would be free to all added to the anticipation.

Asecond feature was to promote discussion,rather than oniine letures, which bore everyone (incuding the speaker, we suspect).
We thought that too manyin-person conference presentations re lectures, which aways leave too itle time fordiscussion (which
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is the purpose for attending a meeting in the first place)! We took great effort to limit presentations to 10 minutes, so that the
audience (empowered by the Zoom chat) could comment, ask questions, and push the discussion in directions they wished. It
worked better than we had hoped.

Logistics has a way of overwhelming you, when organizing anything online. We sent out a call for papers through social media, and
the response was overwhelming. The ultimate result was 60 sessions, running in four parallel streams, over 24 hours. Time zones
were an issue, as Europeans were the largest group of participants, which worked fine for Africa, but 6-9 hour time differences with
the Americas, and 10-12 hour differences from Asia made scheduling a challenge, but the dynamic of the 24-hour timeframe for the
entire conference encouraged people to be flexible.

The result was unforeseen: we had arranged the largest gathering ever of those
interested in organized crime (3,000), the widest participation ever (45 countries),
and female representation on every panel. Many people registered just to listen
to various sessions, others participated on panels, and all could ask questions and
comment via the Zoom chat.

CONFERENCE
ON GLOBAL
ORGANIZED

L Yes, we considered multiple technology platforms, but decided on Zoom, given

our experiences with competing platforms and the common experience of most
ns@c s, participants. The GITOC had the largest bandwidth available, enabling us to broadcast
four parallel streams “seamlessly” (which means a‘small army’of staff and volunteers
at GITOC and many student volunteers from around the world to help during the 24 hours and beyond). WhatsApp groups were
established before the conference for every conference session, permitting communication and logistics to be discussed in advance.
Special thanks to Thi Hoang for her tireless work in helping organize sessions and monitoring all four streams at once during the
conference. Jay, Dina, Felia, Tuesday, and Thi were able to communicate during the conference via WhatsApp to troubleshoot and
exchange thoughts, while we monitored streams and participated in sessions.

It was an exhilarating experience that included short videos between panel sessions, and included a final video roll of conference
credits at the end of the 24-hour meeting, which listed every conference participant both in sessions and behind the scenes, as a
wonderful way to acknowledge everyone who contributed -—something we've never seen at an in-person meeting. Even the credit
roll had 2,700 views! https://twitter.com/Gl_TOC/status/1326536468437688321

The primary advantage of a theme-based conference was permitting interaction and discussion among those interested in similar
topics over an extended period. It was lovely to see and “chat” with people you had not seen in a while, and to make some new
acquaintances and comment of the thoughts of others. In addition, all sessions were recorded, allowing for subsequent viewing,
and book publishers had the chance to promote some new titles.

Of course, the virtual world is not the physical world, and the inability to have side
conversations over coffee or drinks, and for early career folks to meet others, is a
major shortcoming. No one will be trashing their passports any time soon, and when
the pandemic passes, travel to in-person conferences should be as popular as ever.

But we're still thinking about the fact that we were able to hold the largest meeting
ever held on asingle substantive theme, and it was attended globally by people who
could have never attended the same conference in person (something that will not
change after the pandemic). The conference permitted online exchange of ideas
and comments in real time, and did it all at no charge to participants. (Although
there was lots of contributed effort in the organizing).

We appreciate and value our Internet connections more than we did before, and look forward to doing it again in 2021 on 1-2
December.





