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The Who and Why of Roleplaying Conventions: A Business Perspective

Introduction

The Problem

The problem with the Australian roleplaying convention is that after two decades, we’ve almost nothing to show for it. 

We have no enduring outcomes, no abiding strengths or skills, no sense of social institution. Like a crumbling old bridge between noplace and nowhere, today’s roleplaying convention is an abode for vagrants and gypsies —itinerants with no sense of direction, wanderers who take and move on, giving nothing back. Lacking foundations, our achievements wash away every few years, and must be built again from the ground up — an expensive, rickety monument to sentimentality and amateurism.

Amateurism in the roleplaying convention is both a strength and a weakness. On the one hand, anyone can get up and have a go at organising, designing or GMing, and this encourages innovation and initiative. On the other, there’s virtually no growth in skill, expertise and knowledge from year to year. Amateurism means having too little focus on what the convention outcomes are supposed to be. It means that conventions don’t say what values they want to represent. Amateurism brings with it flaky quality control, and poor customer focus. Amateurism brings plenty of vision and idealism to make changes, but not the skill or experience to make the changes stick. Young or old, conventions still suffer the same kinds of problems as they had ten years ago. The problems are not going away.

Our roleplaying conventions are too much alike: brooding, introspective, self-serving events having virtually no contact with the broader community. A typical convention can bring tens of thousands of dollars of economic activity over a weekend in venue fees, food, travel, accommodation and incidental entertainments. But at the end, it’s just another convention. The games may be memorable; the conventions are not. And aside from the games, what do players remember most about a convention? Poor food, boring prizegivings, scheduling problems and squabbles between well​–known people.

No wonder then, that conventions have a terrible time marketing themselves and building a reliable customer base. Instead of sowing the seeds of their own success like farmers, they are more like nomadic trappers, netting a fraction of whatever food happens to be in the area that year. Conventions can’t hope to expand their markets until they learn to keep the market they have.

Perhaps most disturbing of all is that over two decades, the business of running a roleplaying convention has hardly changed at all. If, in all that time, we cannot learn from our achievements and our mistakes, how can we hope to improve on what we’ve done? When with travel, food and accommodation costs the total cost of convention attendance can exceed hundreds of dollars, how can we hope to make convention roleplaying a valued experience in an era of two-dollar videos and twenty-dollar computer games?

To improve, we must understand the business of conventions as a business. This article is meant to be a first step toward a more professional—looking, more enduring, valuable and successful convention.

Conventions as a Business

Since most conventions are run by enthusiasm without profit, why think of them as a business? 

Conventions take organisation; they consume resources; they have intended outcomes. Like other businesses they have markets and customers and suppliers and strategies and risks and costs and benefits. Like businesses, they can compete with one another or cooperate in partnerships or alliances. Like businesses they encounter opportunities and threats; they develop strengths and weaknesses. Conventions may not be for profit, but they all accrue revenue and expenses; they may not have employers, but they have managers, organisers and facilitators. They may not have employees, but there are people in other roles who do the work at set times and in set ways, for eight hours and more per day.

Conventions are a business, but not the same sort of business as a milk bar or a dry-cleaner. Conventions have their own nature, and the trick to solving the problem of amateurism is to find business principles to support what conventions do. This article looks at three key notions that can help:

· Vision

· Customers, Owners and Stakeholders

· Standards

Vision: The Soul of a Convention

Why do you want to run a convention? How do you want yours to be remembered? How will it be different from other conventions?

Most conventions today don’t have visions. Often, the convenors won’t all agree on why they’re running a convention, or what values they hold, and even if they do agree, they don’t tell anyone else. Most conventions look and feel the same, and if you had to guess at their vision, it’d be something like this fictional example:

WangCon is a convention where you can come and play roleplaying games, card games, and a few boardgames. It’s run by a bunch of mates. We don’t make much money out of it. I guess we do it for fun and fame. Our games are whatever we can get each year, so read the blurbs carefully. The memorable thing about this convention is it’s on in August. August isn’t a great date, and we can’t remember why we chose it, but… it’s the most memorable thing, so we’re keeping it there.
WangCon’s vision is weak, sloppy and meaningless. It does nothing to help shape direction, encourage innovation, or resolve argument. Each year, WangCon copies the trendiest innovations of other conventions without success. Each year, it makes up new policies for dealing with players, which are forgotten the year after. WangCon convenors have no credibility or respect from their players, designers or GMs, who see the convention as nothing more than a venue for their own purposes. WangCon suffers squabbles and arguments every year. It has minimal support from other conventions and no support from the broader community.

WangCon’s problem is that it doesn’t have a vision.

Modern businesses express their in visions mission statements. A mission statement answers the questions, `What is your business trying to accomplish? How does it serve customer needs? What sorts of values do you use to decide how you operate?’ Mission statements are used to distinguish one business from another. A clear vision will:

· help create a sense of purpose in the organisation

· identify the values to be upheld in the organisation and its relationships

· set standards by which success and failure are judged

· focus innovation and activity toward key outcomes

· provide continuity of direction from year to year

· help make the business different from anyone else’s

· help create incremental improvement over time.

A good mission statement will say exactly what you are setting out to achieve, for whom, where and how. It articulates the general values and principles you will use to fulfill your aims.

Here are some examples of mission statements for imaginary conventions:

King Con’s mission is to make roleplaying accessible, enjoyable and valuable for the community of Kickabrickalong by providing a friendly, safe and comfortable environment in which to play and socialise. King Con values and expects friendliness, respect, honesty and integrity in all its participants. We value and support roleplaying in the community, and our participants do not compromise on accountability to our players, game masters, designers and the community at large for quality, fun and value for money.

MystiCon’s mission is to be the premiere fantasy games convention in Australia. Each year we undertake to attract and present the best myth, fantasy and magical games of every kind, presenting a rich mixture of great new games and golden oldies in every play format from tabletop to freeform, live action, card and war games. MystiCon is the place to find the best fantasy memorabilia, the most mystical prizes, the best fantasy writing workshops, and writers of international renown.

Yukon’s mission is to be the premiere roleplaying convention in Alaska. It will accomplish this by offering a variety of quality games at good value, in comfortable, clean venues close to facilities that suit locals and visitors alike. Yukon’s promise is friendliness, convenience and a level of service and facilities that will leave you with nothing to distract you from enjoying the games themselves.

King Con, MystiCon and Yukon have visions. They know where they’re headed, and how they want to get there. They know success when they see it, and for each of them, success means something different. Because they have vision, so do their designers, players and GMs. The convenors have no difficulty negotiating with their convention participants, because everyone is pulling in the same direction. Because their vision is clear, the convenors enjoy support from the broader community, and the ability to chat with convenors of other conventions without feeling they have to prove something. Their vision helps each convention make decisions that everyone can understand.

Should our convention have an international guest speaker? No says King Con; it doesn’t mesh with our community focus. Yes, says MystiCon. We’re aiming at international quality. Maybe, says Yukon — as long as it will help promote our standing as the premiere convention in Alaska this year.

No two conventions should have the same vision. Even if they are aiming at the same kind of success (eg, premiere convention in Alaska), the values upheld by the convention should be different. Why? Because the convenors are different people. They’ll have different ways of choosing venues, service policies, budgets and games. If two conventions really do have the same vision, you may as well give them the same name, eg CloneCon.

A good convention vision will tell you its own legacy. KingCon will be remembered for its service to the Kickabrickalong community. MystiCon will be remembered for having the best fantasy games ever. Yukon will be remembered as the place all the roleplayers of Alaska will come to each year. Ten years down the track, each convention can say: This is what we achieved. This is what we had to show for our efforts.

There are two main points to take away from this section:

· Conventions need vision. If you don’t have one, you’ll pay the price.

· When your vision is clear, what you do will be unique and memorable. When your convention looks the same as every other and fades into obscurity, it’s because you haven’t properly worked out you wanted in the first place.
How to Find Your Convention’s Vision

This is something you can begin as a workshop. Try these steps:

1. Find the vision-holders. These are the people who want the convention to happen, and are willing to do the work. Kick out anyone who’s just in it for the pizza and beer. Just keep the doers and the motivators.

2. Find out why they want to put in all that hard work. What do they want to show for it at the end? How will it be different from other conventions? Write these aims down. They don’t all have to agree at this stage. Try and get the ideas phrased in terms of accomplishments, so you can recognise when you’ve achieved your goals.

3. Take a good look at the strengths and weaknesses of the group so far. Consider the skills and experience of the group, the enthusiasm and common ideas, the respect, reputation and goodwill commanded by the members. Try and separate out the aims that are achievable now from the aims that could be achieved next year or the year after. Prioritise the ideas in order of achievability. Separate the aims that may be hard to progress within a couple of years. Identify the achievable ideas that the group holds in common. Look for compatabilities and reinforcing strengths among ideas; check for conflicts or holes.

4. See if there is just one convention vision in among the aims of the group, or if there are two or three convention visions. If there are two or three independent visions, then think about how to manage this: run three different conventions? Negotiate some of them away? Divide the group up, and go your own ways?

5. Talk about the values of the group. Some of the aims you kept may suggest their own core values. Some of those you didn’t keep may have useful values hidden in there too. Invent specific examples to help draw the values out. Values are best tested when the aims are under stress, so challenge them with worst case scenarios.

6. Consider opportunities and threats for your core aims. Is there demand for what you want to do? Are there organisations that would support your aims? Are your aims likely to compete with those of other organisations? Seek to distance your aims from those of organisations that may potentially compete; align your aims with those of organisations who may cooperate. Competition is expensive, and it’s aggravated by too much similarity. Cooperation is valuable, and it’s strengthened by aligned goals.

7. Write down the aims you have to date. Try and make the message short, simple and meaningful. Avoid fuzzy, abstract ideas or overly grand statements. Keep the focus on doing and achieving, on people and relationships.

8. Show your vision to people. Invite their comments and questions. Review and refine the vision by what you hear. Let it sit with the vision-holders a while, and see if they’re still comfortable with it. Change what doesn’t feel right; gut feel is important.

Bones, Flesh and Blood: the Owners, Stakeholders and Customers

With your vision straight, your convention is now headed down the road to success. Any time you want to resolve an issue, you just need to look at your vision, and see what answer fits best. So now try this quick quiz:

Who should have the last say in what happens in a convention game?
a) the convenors, because they have all the vision

b) the designer, because the whole game was her idea

c) the game master, because he is God

d) the players, because they paid good money for this game

If you answered any of the above, you are headed for trouble because there are times when any of these answers is wrong. But you’ll be in good company in your troubles, because most everyone who attends your convention believes that one of these groups really should be in charge. That’s the problem.

Vision alone isn’t enough to get you where you want to go. A professional, businesslike convention needs to understand service relationships, and how they work. And then it needs to make its participants understand so that they can work together.

Each business activity can be broken up into tasks. In a restaurant, some tasks might be: seat the customer, take the order, cook the food, serve the food and clean up. The same is true for conventions. In a single cycle of business, a convention has thousands of individual tasks to perform. Some of these tasks are done by convenors, some by designers, some by game masters, and some by players, stallholders, guests etc… Each task is a service, performed by someone for himself, or for someone else. The trick to making the tasks work right is to understand who’s really involved, and who holds the power. Like restaurants, conventions are a service industry, and in service the power shifts around all the time.

With any service task are three groups of people: the owners, the stakeholders and the customers. These determine what tasks are done when, where and how.

The Owners

Task owners are the people responsible for getting the task done. They have the final say in how it happens. It’s up to the cook to judge from moment to moment whether the soup is too salty, and what to do about it. In a roleplaying convention, game masters own the task of game mastering, designers own the task of designing, convenors own the task of convening, players own the task of playing, and so on.

The task owner has the final choice of how a task is done.

The Customers

Task customers are the people for whom the task is done. Every task has a customer whose demand determines how big the task is and when it is performed. In a restaurant, if there’s no diner then there’s no need to cook. In a convention, if there are no players, the game master won’t run the game. If the players can only play the game at home, out of session time, then that’s the only place the GM can run the game.

The customer decides when and where a task can happen, but hasn’t the power to say how it happens. A task will only happen if the customers and the owners agree that it should, and their common agreement is all it takes to make a task happen.
The Stakeholders

Task stakeholders are people who are not responsible for getting the task done, but who care how and when and where and if it gets done. In a restaurant, management is a stakeholder in the cooking. If the soup is too salty, or comes out too late, or goes to the wrong table, they’ll complain. In a roleplaying convention, convenors are stakeholders in the games. If the game is terrible, or starts or ends late, or is held in the wrong room, or doesn’t happen at all, the convenors will be upset.

Stakeholders care about how, when and where and if a task is done, but have no power to control it at the time.

Convenors have a lot of power, of course. They can demand that a game is run in such-and-such a way, and set all kinds of dire consequences for not doing so. But when convenors aren’t looking, if the GM and players decide to play the game differently, there’s nothing convenors can do to stop that. That’s why convenors are stakeholders in games, not customers or owners. 

Changing Roles

The power roles in a service relationship are the owner and customer positions. Customers and owners share the power roughly equally. For a task to work well, customers and owners need to agree on the details. If they’re agreed, the task will go ahead. If they’re not, it probably won’t.

The stakeholder role has no power itself. Stakeholders care about everything that happens, but they only have a say if someone takes the trouble to consult them. Thus, convenors only get a say in what happens in a game if someone tells them what they plan, or invites them in to arbitrate a dispute, or if the convenor sits in that game as a customer.

The trick to running a good service is to ensure that the customers and owners can negotiate effectively, with no nasty surprises, and that the stakeholders are consulted regularly.
The costs of getting this wrong are severe. In a service industry, everyone is by turns a customer, an owner, and a stakeholder. The roles change all the time and everyone depends on everyone else. Today’s stakeholder is tomorrow’s owner. If you screw or ignore them today, they’ll screw you and ignore you tomorrow. Here are some examples:

· The GM is the owner of the task `running a game’. The players are the customers. The designer and convenors are stakeholders. Now zoom in. The GM has just described a scene, and asks a player, `what do you do?’ The GM is now the customer, looking for information; the player is the owner, and the other players, the designer and all the convenors are stakeholders.

· As the owner of the `play’ task, a player is free to do whatever sort of job of play he wants. The customer (GM) and stakeholders (playgroup, and everyone else) can’t do a thing about how the player responds at the time. But if the player plays badly, the GM or the other players can end the game at a time when the player wants it to continue. The convenors can refuse the player admission at a time when he wants to play. By waiting until a task when they are owners and the player is a customer, convention participants can get their own back on unruly players.

· Likewise, convenors are customers of game design, and designers are owners. But convenors are owners of game selection and designers are customers. What goes around, comes around. Designers can screw convenors during game design, and convenors can screw designers during game selection. Players and GMs are stakeholders of game design and selection, and only get a say in what happens if they’re consulted. But ignore them, and they may not show for the game–playing itself.
Participants who understand that they’re not always in power will act more respectfully and considerately as a result. Help owners understand who their customers and stakeholders are. Encourage consultation and negotiation at every level. Help customers understand their need to negotiate with owners. Help stakeholders understand their need to let owners and customers know who they are and what they want.
Beyond the Walls

There are customers, owners and stakeholders beyond the convention walls too. The venue owner, local shopkeepers, owners of local accommodation, and cab drivers (say) may all have a stake in the way the convention runs. Politeness, business savvy, reliability and sensitivity can bring benefits in cost or service for your participants. Consider:

· A good reputation with the venue owner, and alliances with other conventions may result in cheaper, more reliable venues

· With enough notice and a good business opportunity, shops may be glad to stay open longer, or offer discounts for participants during the convention, or provide value–added service in other ways (eg, delivery to the venue)

· With the promise of (say) thirty visiting roleplayers from out of town, local accommodations may offer package discounts for conventions.

· Need a dozen cabs on a public holiday all at once? Booking early to help the cab drivers plan their work could see all your happy players headed off with no delays. 

· Family and friends provide money, transport and accommodation for some participants. They may have a stake in the quality of the convention too, and may form first impressions from the car park or the foyer. Does your convention have a Visitor Liaison officer? Does it have places for visitors to sit, with posters and photographs on the walls explaining what a the convention is doing and why?

A service industry has no fixed boundaries. Look beyond the walls for hidden opportunities and beneficial relationships. Never stop seeking opportunities to bring greater benefit through greater buy-in from the community around you.
Standards: the Heart of a Convention

This article has shown why vision and understanding service relationships are essential to the lasting success of your convention. This last section is about how to keep your resolve and knowledge in place, so you can build on it in future.

The difference between a fleeting success and a growing success is standards.
In most conventions, standards vary from year to year. Game quality fluctuates, customer relationships waver, venue and food quality oscillate. Partly, this can be blamed on hazy vision. Some of it can be put down to amateurish service relationships. But a lot of it is that convenors just don’t write down what levels of quality they will and won’t put up with, and what means they will use to ensure that quality is consistent.

Standards allow continuous quality improvement. If you do things in a repeatable way, you will get predictable results. Once your results are predictable, you can think about improving them. If your methods aren’t predictable, then any attempt to improve them is just a stab in the dark.

Writing standards down is important. Conventions run once a year, and in between times, convenors can forget as much as they learned. People come and go in convention organising, and as they leave they take experience with them. Written standards help ensure that the lessons are retained from year to year, and can be passed on to new convenors as the old ones move on.

Many conventions have the bones of standards built in to their activities already. For example, most conventions want games that have been playtested. Some convenors ring around or playtest each game themselves to ensure that playtesting is standard for their games. Some conventions use exit surveys as part of their quality improvement, and this could be used as a standard too. So there’s plenty of potential to build good standards into convention organisation; it’s just not done consistently or methodically at the moment.

What is a Standard?

A standard is a framework in which you perform your tasks. You can set a standard for any task where consistency and quality are important. In convening, some sample places where standards could be used are:

· Game quality

· Scheduling quality

· Food quality

· Venue quality

A good standard needs three ingredients:

· methodologies, which are recipes describing how to perform the task to the desired level of quality

· metrics, which ensure that the right level of quality is occurring

· value and ease of use. Standards only work if people use them. People will only use them if they are simple, flexible, and make their job easier. Bureaucracy is out, support is in.

Let’s take the example of game quality. Some factors that contribute to the quality of a convention game are:

· how mature the development process is (eg, the time the game took to develop, level of playtesting, level of designer, playtester and GM experience)

· how well prepared the GMs are to run the game (did they playtest the game? do they have notes? have they had a chance to think the game through and ask questions?)

· how well briefed the players are before the game starts (was the blurb clear? did the character sheets come out in time? are they simple and easy to read?)

You can set up a methodology for your convention to ensure that these things are high quality, and you can compare the quality of inputs (game maturity, GM preparedness, player preparedness) against player satisfaction levels in exit surveys to see that your game quality is actually improving over time. The trick is to do it without too much bureaucracy.

Making Standards Work

Conventions who have tried to set standards in the past have often encountered problems with acceptance, and this has put them off. In trying to manage game quality, convenors are up against the individualism, egotism and basic stubbornness of their designers. In trying to manage scheduling quality, convenors are up against the individualism, ignorance and unpredictability of their players.

The key to making standards work is in getting them understood, accepted, and expected, and the only way to do that is to sell them.

In selling your standards, perception is everything. If your standard looks like extra work, nobody will want to use it. If it looks like fun, or work that’s being done for them, then people will accept it more easily. The need for standards is recognised by many convenors, but attempts to impose standards often only create bureaucracy and resentment. But there are ways around this. Here’s an example:

To maintain its premiere Alaskan convention status, Yukon needs to keep its game quality high. It does this partly through selection standards: choosing a mix of proven, reliable designers and newer designers, and also through its Designer Support service.

Yukon is wily in the ways of dealing with designers. They have a Quality Assurance person for their games, but have packaged this function up into a range of services for designers, so they won’t mind Yukon’s involvement in their game design. Their Designer Support person is Jenny. She reports to the Yukon Steering Group each month on game quality (weekly in the last few weeks of the convention), but she spends most of her time helping designers out.

Yukon chose Jenny for the job because she was an experienced and respected writer herself, with good interpersonal skills, a sense of fun and a passion for good game quality. She brought  infectious enthusiasm and optimism to the job, and she was old enough not to take too much nonsense from the more intractable designers. Yukon give Jenny a budget of $300 each year to spend on improving game quality. Yukon plans to be around for the long run, and they see this is an investment in next year’s attendance. Counting registration and canteen revenue, If Yukon keep ten players they would otherwise have lost due to bad game quality that year, then they break even on Jenny’s budget. In practice, Jenny’s role is part of the unique “look and feel” of Yukon. It brings lots of new design talent and fosters player trust, and the Steering Group feels that Jenny’s $300 budget is money very well spent.

Jenny spends her budget on phone calls, photocopying and two designer barbecues: one pre-convention, and one post-convention. She helps create a sense of community among newer and old designers; she helps organise and facilitate playtests; she photocopies useful checklists and chases people up. She helps find mentors for newer designers, and good GM talent for older designers. Designers like Jenny because she’s helpful but not threatening, and she’s respected by the Steering Group because her opinion of games is reliable. If Jenny says there’s going to be a problem with a Yukon game, the Steering Group will listen and make a decision on that basis.

Each year, Yukon tracks game quality by comparing Jenny’s monthly reports against player exit surveys. They have found that their designers fall into three basic categories: 

· reliable designers who have developed their own, successful game design methodologies. These people come to the barbecues but don’t care much for checklists and frequent phone calls. These make valuable mentors for newer designers
· newer designers who appreciate the guidance and support Yukon provides. They welcome checklists and phone calls and the chance to talk to other designers about game development
· unreliable designers who have great ideas, but need coaxing to get the work done on time and to a high level of quality. These people don’t always welcome checklists and phone calls, but Yukon requires that they get it anyway. Poor game quality is unacceptable to Yukon for any reason, and it’s up to Jenny to ensure that these designers toe the line.
Jenny makes a habit of giving each designer a health-check call once a month, regardless of their track record. She spends more time on the newer designers, and designers who are known to be unreliable.
If a convention’s vision is important, then it should have standards for promoting its vision. Good standards are a convention’s most important legacy to roleplaying, because they capture the experience needed to make the vision work. Standards can be shared between conventions, passed on to future generations, and improve the quality of both roleplaying and roleplaying conventions nationally.

The most important difference between professionalism and amateurism isn’t how much money you make. It’s your clarity of vision, and the standards you use to make your vision happen. Until we have vision and standards to nurture, talk about, argue over, our conventions will remain amateurish, transient, forgettable, thrown-together affairs with no clear direction and no clear legacy.

Conclusion

The core problem addressed in this article is that roleplaying conventions have no real legacy. Our basic need is to be clearer on why we run conventions, and for whom. Once we know this, we can look at setting effective standards to ensure that our conventions do what we want them to do. The bones of our standards are there already, but mature standards will take time to develop. We need to make some mistakes, and learn a bit, but we also need to persist and grow, and build on what we learn. As our population matures, we need to take advantage of the maturity and life skills our older members can bring to the hobby, and marry this to the enthusiasm and innovations of our younger members. If we put the effort in, we will see over time:

· a clear niche for roleplaying conventions emerging within the broader community

· more reliable convention attendance, and better value for money

· a clear and abiding legacy that conventions will leave to future generations of roleplayers
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