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THE STRUCTURE OF A CONVENTION - MICHAEL CORBIN

This paper sets out the primary ideas that I will be presenting during the conference.  I have  detailed the information in minimalist form and Attendees may anticipate a more detailed presentation at the conference.  Mr Hitchens and I will be inviting questions from the floor after our respective speeches.

Venue Appropriation -  What makes a good venue?

Simply speaking, there are three things that are important in considering a venue.  They are 1) size; 2) position and 3) amenities.  This would be patently obvious to most of you who have been or a Convention Organiser, but bears repeating.  During our discussion I will briefly list the highlights of the regular convention sites currently used within the Sydney area.

How are we to get one?  In essence, the choice of venue is dictated by the contacts available to the members of the group and your anticipated costs and numbers in running a convention.  The preference over the majority of years in Sydney has been to utilise school venues for conventions, although the tendency displayed over 1998 to utilise the University of New South Wales as an alternative has some merit.  The advantages and disadvantages of a University venue will be explicated during this convention.

Designers don't write games that people want to play - True or false?

It is trite to say that any game written and presented at a convention is a success if people turn up to play it.  The fact that people do play the games written would have to indicate on face value that people are prepared to play them.  The deeper question, however, is, why is it only the same people who are playing these games, and why are we not getting enough new people or other people from the general community?  I will be arguing that the current standard of games written for conventions, although generally high, is too rarefied from what many of us know as the weekend gaming session.  I will argue that conventions need to start presenting games that bear a closer resemblance to what role players in general - what gamers in general - are likely to relate to.

Adult concepts - What does this really mean?

The use of the term "adult concepts" in presentation of convention modules has become more prevalent over the last five years.  In theory, any module that details deep psychological trauma, sexual references of a detailed nature or explicit violence - and by that I mean violence of a much more gory level than the standard 'I smite the horrid orc with my two-handed sword'- have been labelled "adult concept" games.  What it means for a convention is that you have immediately limited the number of people who will come and play a game.  Most of us started in our teenage years, some in our late teens or early twenties.  By placing too much emphasis on the "adult concept" module; especially with respect to Necronomicon and Phenomenon, the Triptych and Short Sharp Shocks; tends to reduce the likelihood of attendance from the wider group of gamers.

Non-gaming activities - just say no?

The presentation of non-gaming activities at a convention is critical to the successful ambience of a convention.  The availability of stalls is always to be sought, as it allows for minor income to the group organising the convention by way of stall fees, and also allows the people coming to the convention an opportunity to see the latest products without the inconvenience of making a specific trek to a gaming store.  It also allows for a wider cross-pollenisation of the gaming group as a whole. I will be discussing briefly the concept of the Convention Dinner, both as part of a gaming activity and as a separate activity at a convention, drawing on my recollections of Maquariecons of the early '80s and some of the Cancon Dinners of the '90s.  

The availability of mugs, shirts and other bits and pieces, although not necessarily a strong profit-making exercise, are nevertheless a good advertising ploy, and allow for a visual memory of a convention weekend varied from the odd block of wood.

Vetting games for conventions - 

This will be the primary topic that Michael will be discussing at the ConOrg Conference, and I will also add some personal comments of my own.  There are a number of matters which need to be considered when vetting games for conventions, which include what the convention is aiming for, the presentation of the games themselves, the record of the Designer, the mix of the convention, the ability to provide necessary props or ambience for the game, and likely players.  We will be arguing that this is one of the most critical aspects of convention organisation and will further argue that without a carefully considered and well thought out plan, a convention is already facing a difficult task. 

The Make-up of a Convention - Michael Hitchens

Many aspects make up a successful roleplaying convention - scheduling, venue, canteen, timing, etc.  However, I am going to focus on one aspect alone - the games.  People come to Australian roleplaying conventions to play - all else is secondary.  I have arguments to back this up, if you disagree.  To me a convention lives or dies by its games.  If the games were good why wouldn't people come back.  If people are not coming back, it's probably because they are not being offered what they want, in terms of quality or kind.  I will leave the latter discussion to someone else, so here the concentration will be on quality

If the games at a convention are of high quality all else is forgiven and the con is praised.  Players will forgive a convention almost anything if they get into most of their sessions and these sessions are good.  The early Necronomicons are examples of this - the organisation was less than perfect (groaning at the seams was the description used by one of the organisers) but due to the quality of the games no one minded.  Necro developed a very high reputation despite its organisational shortcomings.  On the other hand perfect administration, etc. will not save a convention with low quality games.  Players spend most of their time at a convention playing (funny that) so if the games are not a good experience their reaction to the convention will not be a good one either.

Please do not think that I am saying good quality games is an excuse for poor organising - it is not.  After early problems Necronomicon became (IMHO) one of the better run conventions.  But ignore game quality at your peril.  It is an organiser's primary concern

Unfortunately today's convention organisers are do not find it an easy matter to provide players with quality games.  I would contend that on the average game quality is currently lower than at any other time in the 90's.  Apart from the anecdotal evidence, some common sense will show that it is simply likely to be the case.

We currently have fewer people attending conventions than at any other time in the 90's.  Assuming that the average level talent for game writing amongst these people is the same as at any other time in the 90's (and assuming any more would be pure hubris) then we must accept that the available pool of talent is the smallest it has been this decade.  We have fewer talented writers then we did and less talent overall.  Compounding this problem, there are more conventions being run and more games appearing at each convention.  So a smaller pool of talent is producing a larger amount of product.  I would hope that I do not need to spell out the obvious conclusion.  Of course individual games and writers are as good, perhaps even better, than in the past.  But if the average is down, and given the large number of games at a convention, the chance of a player playing a reasonable number of the good games is down.

So what can we do?

As players make sure that an organiser is told if a game is below acceptable quality.

As designers make sure that we are confident of the quality of our offerings at conventions.

As organisers, quite a bit.

Firstly, do not run a convention simply for the hell of it.  As an organiser you are serving the convention roleplaying hobby and community.  Please be sure that your efforts are indeed in the best interests of all.  Secondly, do everything you can to get quality games.  While this is easier said then done, there are measures that can be taken.

Remember that when you are running a convention that there will be many people at it.  Quality is quality, but tastes vary.  Simply because you do not like a genre or style does not mean that others agree.  Be objective, think beyond your prejudices.  In essence, make sure that your convention will have offerings that suit all the people who will attend.

Separate as much as you can your view of someone as a person and as a designer.  As long as someone is reliable and you can work with them it does not matter if you do not like each other very much.  On the other hand, do not let that fact that you are someone's friend blind you to the possibility that they may be a poor writer.

Pay close attention to each writer's track record.  If someone is know to write poorly, do not bother with them and turn them down if they offer.  If someone has a good reputation then actively pursue them.  Make an effort to learn reputations.  This will involve attending other conventions (something certain organisers have ignored to their cost) talking to people who play the type of games you do not and keeping an open mind.  Also remember that abilities change.  Someone who used to write good games may no longer be capable of it.  Someone who used to have a low quality output may improve.

When a writer does agree to write a game ensure that you know what you are getting.  Genre, mood, theme, system.  You want you convention to be balanced.  If you do not what is being offered you will not know what games remain to be found.

Always be willing to gamble on a new writer.  A fresh input can be a great success.  However, again exercise care.  Make sure you know what they intend to do.  Subtly determine if they really know the requirements of convention writing.

Encourage writers to playtest.  You can not demand this (as the writers are volunteer), but do your best.

If someone declines to write for you, accept it graciously.  They may be intending to write for you next time, but a rude response will probably get them to change their minds on that score.

Be ruthless with writers who screw up.  If someone gives you bad output then get rid of them, no matter who they are.  Players are very good at remembering who wrote bad modules - do not let them see those names on next year's entry form.
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