Steven Pemberton

Starting a SIGCHI Local Group in the Netherlands

The Start

Since 1985 there has been in the Neth-
erlands “Workgroup HCI” (in Dutch,
werkgroep MCI) a Special Interest
Group withinthe Dutch NG, activein
the Netherlands. Thisgroup organised
monthly meetings within the Nether-
lands, as well as a number of confer-
ences.

A number of the active members of
MCI were also members of SIGCHI,
and in 1993, when CHI 93/ INTER-
CHI 93 came to Amsterdam, the exec-
utive committee of the MCI provided
the three co-chairs of the conference
(Bert Arnold, Gerrit van der Veer and
Ted White).

At the time there was a plan within
MCI to start alocal SIGCHI SIG, but
due to the ACM policy at the time of
not allowing ‘ national’ local SIGs, and
because of a change of executive com-
mittee, theinitiative never reached fru-
ition.

In 1995 (not knowing of this earlier
plan), three active members of SIG-
CHI, Eddy Boeve, Hans de Graaff and
Steven Pemberton, got together to dis-
cuss the possibility of organizing a
local SIGCHI group in the Nether-
lands. Despite the existence of MCl,
they thought it would be valuable for

Fig 1: The Netherlands (lower right)

both SIGCHI and the Netherlands if
there were more explicit contact
between them: valuable for the Neth-
erlands to have the international con-
tacts, valuable for SIGCHI to have
more Dutch involvement.

The three contacted the organizers of
MCI and had discussions with them
about what they thought of the idea,
and the best way to proceed: wedidn’t
want SIGCHI to take over or compete
with MCI. The discussions led to the
conclusion that SIGCHI and MCI
largely addressed different groupsin
the Netherlands, and the best option
wasto join forces by merging. (In the
event that turned out to be the case:
there was relatively little overlap
between people who wereinvolved in
MCI and people who were involved
with SIGCHI.)

SIGCHI.ROSE

The Netherlandsis asmall country
(seefigure 1), about a quarter the area
of Florida. We were aware of the
(then) ACM regulation that local SIGs
should take the name of acity or small
region. Unfortunately, there was nei-
ther city nor region that reflected the
people who would be in the reach of
the group. Any name that was based
on any existing region or city would
mislead peoplein other regions or cit-
iesin to thinking that
the group was not
addressed to them.

In planning discus-
sions we had decided
on atown in the heart
of the Netherlands,
Ede, with good trans-
port and meeting
facilities, asbeing an
ideal location for
meetings. Itisat most
an hour’stravel for
most of the country
(seefigure 2), only
being difficult to
reach for one major
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city (Groningen). Since
we would be covering
most of the country, we
were unanimously of the
opinion that SGCHI
Netherlands was the
only name that would
fairly cover the region.
Our only other options
were to use aname of a
tiny village for instance,
that everyonein the
Netherlands would rec-
ognize as a non-serious
name, or a name that
Dutch people would rec-
ognizefor what it meant,
but ACM would not,
suchasSIGCHI Batavia,
or SGCHI 1Jsselmeer,
(which we quite liked,
since it used the one
character special to
Dutch “1J).
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It took along timeto persuade ACM
of the advantages of naming the group
after the region it covered, but eventu-
ally after Italy, Franceand Switzerland
joined in with similar requests, they
were persuaded.

Once we had a name, events speeded
up. In fact we were delighted at how
fast we were chartered by ACM after
submitting our proposed bylaws. We
were chartered in July 1997.

SIGCHI.NL asNon-USLocal Group

There are anumber of problemswith
starting alocal group outside the USA
that still have to be properly resolved.
Thelargest isyour legal situation. For
the ACM your bylaws must bein
English. However, to be protected
from personal liability in the case of
bankruptcy (and, it turns out, to get
your own Internet domain namein the
Netherlands) you haveto beregistered
as a society, and your bylaws have to
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be in Dutch. Now we have two sets of
bylaws, hopefully not contradictory on
any points, but what if they are?
Which onetakes precedence? Another
problem isthe financial year. The
Sample Bylaws that ACM supplies
refers often to the financial year. But
ACM hasafinancial year that startsin
July, while the Dutch fiscal year coin-

Fig 2: The Envisaged Catchment Area.
TheCircleisAbout OneHour’s Travel
Time

Planning the Initial Meeting

Our initial plan was to hold a one day
conference as kick-off for SIGCHI
Netherlands. We based our model on
the successful one of the Dutch Unix
UsersGroup, NLUUG, who havebeen
holding successful one day confer-
encesin Ede twice ayear for many
years. We adopted a similar style,
though only asingletrack conference,
and the same or similar prices, f 125
for members, f 195 for non-members
(which included membership for a
year inthe price; f 2 is about $1). We
wereoverly optimistic and planned for
the conference in mid-November, but
pushed this back to mid-February
when we realised we had too much to
work out inthetimethat was available
to us as volunteers. Conference centre
availability then pushed this back
another week.

Luckily, one of us (Pemberton) works
for the Dutch national research centre
for mathematics and computer sci-

ence, CWI, which has asmall confer-
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ence bureau, since it organizes many
conferences each year, and they were
willing to handle registration for us,
and to deal with the conference centre.
We agreed to do all publicity and reg-
istration electronically, largely to keep
costs down.

Sincethiswasthefirst time, wehad no
idea how many people would turn up.
MCI had somefeeling based on earlier
conferences they had organised, sowe
budgeted for 100 people as the break-
even point. We agreed to take the
(financial) risk of getting an interna-
tionally renowned speaker to open the
day.

We settled on atheme of “Interaction
andtheWeb” asacurrent hot topic that
would be interesting for awide pro-
portion of our planned membership.
We designed the timetabl e for the day
as starting at 9.30 (we expected most
people would be coming by train, and
amajor train connection arrived at just
before 9.15). The day we planned
looked like this:

9:00 Registration and coffee
9:30 Introduction

9:45 Opening speaker
10:45 Break

11:15 Lecture

12:00 Lecture

12:45 Lunch

14:00 Lecture

14:45 Break

15:15 Lecture

16:00 Members meeting
16:45 End with drinks

That determined the number of slots
we had. So wewrote acall for papers,
and with the help of CWI, MCI and
ACM, collected as many email
addresses as we could and sent it out,
asking for submissions as full papers
or extended abstracts, in English or
Dutch, in HTML.

TheTimetable

Our timetablewastight. We posted the
call at the beginning of November. We
gave authors 6 weeks to submit, and
we gave ourselves three weeks to
decide which to accept (bearing in
mind that Christmas wasin that
period). We planned to send out acon-
ference announcement in December,
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and thefinal program at the beginning
of January (weslipped aweek withthe
final program, largely because of the
holidays, but otherwise kept to the

plan).

We met once amonth. Volunteers are
largely interrupt-driven, and meetings
create milestones for getting things
done. One meeting per month proved
to be agood interval.

We brainstormed opening speakers,
and luckily for us our first choice,
Jakob Nielsen, waswilling and ableto
come. He was an excellent choice for
several reasons: he originally comes
from asmall European country (Den-
mark) so understands something of the
culture, he has along association with
SIGCHI (he was on the executive
committee from 1993-5) and of course
hasbeeninvolved with hypertext since
long before the Web — he has written
several books on the subject, he was
currently writing a new book on the
subject, he designed the World Cup
USA Web siteamongst others, and has
thought about user interaction and
hypertext more than most.

Oneof usdesigned aninterim logo for
SIGCHI.NL (seefigure 3), and we set
up aWeb site (http://sigchi.nl/) on a
machine generously provided by the
company of one of the organizers.
Another employer allowed usto create
amailing list which we used to email
the call and announcements.

Fig 3: Thelnterim Logo

Inthemeantime, thestill-existingMCl
group had a members meeting and
voted to merge with SIGCHI Nether-
lands on the day of the conference.

We also sent out acall for volunteers,
and got a surprisingly good response,
and organised a meeting with every-
one who responded. The evening of



the meeting turned out to be very cold
and dangerous to travel on the roads,
so those who could turned up, and sev-
eral othersjoined the meeting
remotely over achat line, and people
at the meeting took it in turns to com-
municate to the meeting what people
were saying, and to type in descrip-
tions of what was happening.

Sponsors

As said, we budgeted a break-even
point at 100 attendees. We decided to
try and get sponsors for the confer-
ence, though we budgeted on the
assumption that we wouldn't get any.
We had two classes of sponsorship:
regular at f 500, and gold at f 5000. We
offered regular sponsors their logo on
our website, clickableto their website,
one free registration, exhibition space
at cost (in the end we waived the exhi-
bition costs), their logo on conference
materials handed out on the day, and
acknowledgment of their support at
the opening and closing sessions. A
gold sponsor would get two registra-
tions and extra attention paid to them
onwebsite, materialsand sessions. We
had created a simple one-page spread-
sheet for the conference (for Pember-
ton adelight in comparison with the
100-page spreadsheet for CHI 97
which he had recently co-chaired). We
created a sponsorship letter and sent it
out to all contacts we could think of.

Inthe end we got ten sponsors! Two of
them were ‘in-kind’, and the rest regu-
lar. Though no one took up the gold
sponsorship, the sponsors that we did
get meant that we were very quickly
out of any financial risk area. Asregis-
trations began we used the spreadsheet
to keep daily track of how much
money we had, and adjust our
expenses accordingly. It meant we
could see that we could afford a
beamer rather than just a overhead
projector, and that we could afford a
thank you dinner after the conference
for al the organizers.

TheBig Day

Ontheday of the conferenceitself, we
arrived at the conference centre an
hour before time, in order to set up.
The area where the breaks and lunch
were to be was set up as exhibition

space. We had a SIGCHI stall that
SIGCHI and ACM had sent materials
for, such as copies of the SIGCHI Bul-
letin and interactions, membership
folders, CHI 98 callsfor participation,
and so on. There were a couple of
sponsor companies who had stands,
and we had arranged for abookshop to
come, who brought aterrific collection
of books that addressed the theme of
the conference.

One of us met Jakob Nielsenin
Amsterdam and travelled with him in
the train to the conference centre (“A
real European experience” was his
comment).

At 90’ clock attendees started arriving,
welcomed with coffee and cake, and
as expected there was a big rush at
9.20. However 200 people turned up!
So registration took longer than antic-
ipated, and we started 15 minuteslate.
However we had planned some slack
inthe day’ s timetable so we were able
to catch upinthe course of theday. As
you can imagine, we were over the
moon about the turnout. (If the same
ratio of US citizens turned up at CHI
conferences, it would betwice ashig).

We didn’t hand much out to the
attendees. The papersweregoingto be
published on our website, so we just
provided an abstract of the talks, the
timetable for the day, alist of attend-
ees, and details of the sponsors.

In the course of the day, we allowed
people to deposit their business cards,
and then in the afternoon arranged for
copies to be made for everyone. We
also handed them an evaluation form
tofill in at the end of the day.

The Speakers

We opened the conference with awel-
come where we explained how MCI
and SIGCHI NL had merged and what
SIGCHI is. And then Jakob Nielsen
gave histalk.

Hetalked on Content Usability, saying
that studies he had run had shown that
usersfocustheir attention on theinfor-
mation contained in Web pages and
pay considerably less attention to nav-
igation elements and graphic decora-
tions, and giving some typical
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examples of pages where the true con-
tent wasatiny proportion of thescreen
space, the rest being taken up with
navigation controls, adverts, and white
space.

Fig 4: Jakob Nielsen in conversation
after histalk

He showed examples of different
styles of writing that are used to
present information on websites, and
discussed studiesinto the effective-
ness of the different stylesin how they
get their information over. He showed
that the pyramid style of writing as
taught to journalists could increase the
usability of awebsitedramatically, but
that most sites' web content violated
most guidelines for good content. He
then went on to discuss the methods
companies use to get information on a
site, and how these methods are guar-
anteed to produce unusabl e content.

Thefour other speakersrepresented an
extraordinarily good mix bothinterms
of subject matter as affiliation. One
came from a government agency, one
from amajor bank, one from a
research institute, and one from a uni-
versity. The 4 topics loosely repre-
sented the categories Analysis,
Design, Research and Evaluation, all
with regards to the design of interac-
tion around the Web. The speaker
from the bank discussed the principles
that went into designing the bank’s
website. We had designed the slots so
that speakers would talk for 30 min-
utes leaving 15 minutes for discus-
sions, and this talk — maybe not
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surprisingly —invoked alot of discus-
sion, which was a good start.

The second speaker was from the Gov-
ernmental Statistical Bureau, and he
presented the design of the search
facilities on their website. He
described their site as ‘ content
heaven': it is pure content, and users
want to find out statistics about certain
topics and regions, and so on. The
original design had been very techni-
cal and so he described how they sim-
plified it. A striking remark he made
which will resonate with all HCI peo-
plewas “when you design a user inter-
facethat is as easy to use as a coffee
machine, people start treating you like
aplumber”. (Actually, he should come
and seethe coffee machine at my work
sometime).

The third speaker, from a Dutch Uni-
versity, discussed the user interface
aspects of a (non-web) application for
control and management of safety on
board a ship, and then drew lessons
from this that were useful for the
design of awebsite.

Thefourth speaker talked about evalu-
ation of an Internet ‘booth’ for people
to access information about local gov-
ernment, and the experienceswith user
testing.

Community

A principal reason for the existence of
SIGCHI.NL isto create an integrated
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HCI community in the Netherlands,
and therefore people need to meet.
Consequently, we deliberately
designed for long breaks (borrowing
from the successful CHI model). The
breaks were in the exhibition hall,
where the displays and the bookstall
gave reason to move about.

After the lectures, there was a mem-
bers meeting. Thiswas only 45 min-
uteslong, so it had to happen quickly
(there was much positive feedback on
this). The members voted on the stat-
utes, the executive committee and its
sub-committees (Education and
research, Newsletter, PR, Meetings,
Website and virtual community, Tele-
meetings, Conferences, and North
Netherlands - the latter to address the
area around Groningen). Finally there
was a vote on the name of the group
(the winner being SIGCHI.NL), from
ashortlist selected from names sub-
mitted by members. The submitter of
the winning name received a cake as
prize.

And then wefinished with areception,
again to foster community, and to get
achanceto chat with peopletofind out
their impressions of the day. The reac-
tions were overwhelmingly positive,
including the remark from one
attendee“ Fromtoday HCI existsinthe
Netherlands!”.

Fig 5: The Exhibition Space
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Evaluation

As already mentioned, we had distrib-
uted an evaluation form for people to
fill in. We expressly asked questions
about things that we wanted to know
answers about, in order to improve
future conferences. We didn't ask, for
instance, what people had thought of
the speakers. when you select speakers
based on a submitted paper, al you
can evaluate isthe quality of the paper
and of the subject matter. Whether the
author of agood paper isaso agood
speaker is purely chance, and so
knowing that attendees had valued one
speaker and not another would not
have helped us improve future confer-
ences. On the form, for each question
people could circleanumber from 1 to
5. The value 1 was the negative value
(bad, expensive), or the small value
(too few, too short). Below, O repre-
sents ' no answer’ . Sixty-six people
filled aform in. These are the results,
and an analysis:

Satisfaction
0 (2): +

People were generally satisfied. We
can be pleased with how the day went.

Length
2 (3)e
3(54):
4 (Q): wrrrrnnnn

Nearly everyone thought the length

wasright.




Number of speakers

2 (9): #ewersess
3(49):
4 (8): wwrsers

Again, most people thought there was
the right number of speakers.

Exhibition
1 (2:+

4 (12);: wwrrrrnnrns
The exhibition could have been better.

L ocation
1 (1):-
2 (3):+
3 (6):+
4(27):

The location was nearly perfect.

Price

0 (3):
2 (3):
3(26):
4(18):
5(16): ++++

The conference was value for money.

Should the conferenceremain single
track or have parallel sessions?

Single @)
Para”el (23): #rrssunnammissnnniinnns

What should SIGCHI.NL organize
additionally?

Conferences

Company visits
0(35): *+*
1(31):

Discussion evenings
0(45):

Book discussions

0 (47):
1 (19): wwrnmmmrnsnnnrinnns

Other suggestions:
Chat meetings, student presentations.

Conclusion

At the end of the day the organizers
went for ameal together to celebrate
the day’ s success. A long time had
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passed since the first meeting to dis-
cuss the possihility of creating a SIG-
CHI NL local group, but we were
pleased that we were meeting our
objectivesto create aunified group for
the Netherlands to address the whole
HCI community. The conference had
been a success and apparently was a
good formula. We had attracted more
attendees than we had anticipated, and
more peoplehad volunteeredtohelpin
the organi zati on than we had expected.
We are looking forward to a fruitful
continuation of our initial success.
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