
Conference Evaluations: Most to Least Helpful

In  the  aftermath of  inspiring,  educational,  oh-my-god-I-have-found-my-people  type 
events, there is usually  an evaluation process. It  is  an important thing to have, but it  has  
frequently become a sort of painful emotional ritual, a reverse catharsis that leaves everyone 
involved feeling bad about the wonderful event they just participated in. I've seen this occur 
several times recently, at events where my own roles ranged from being a participant to a 
staff-person to an organizer to a mere outsider, and across a wider range of age groups than I 
would have expected.

In art, literature, and consumer advocacy, we are familiar with criticism as a genre in 
itself. We can point out venality and misunderstanding in criticism, and we know where it 
comes from. As H. G. Wells once put it: “no passion in the world is equal to the passion to 
alter someone else's draft.” We can also point out archetypical modes of bad criticism, such as 
the ubiquitous “I despise everything in genre X, and I will now explain why I also despise this  
particular piece for those same reasons.” The wonderful blog Least Helpful Review has made 
a carnival sideshow out of these efforts.

Where events are concerned, however, the evaluation process is usually private, and is 
read only by the organizers themselves. Like artists, they are the creators of the work being 
critiqued. The evaluations themselves are typically being written on the last day of an event, in 
a state of high emotion, sleeplessness, and/or hangover. They are often read in the next few 
days,  by  people  who are exhausted and emotionally  decompressing.  Since  it  is  inherently 
easier for people to remember problems or irritations than smooth efficiency, the tone of the 
comments is almost always negative, and they come exactly at a time when the organizers are 
looking for affirmation. All of these factors work against the possibility to use evaluations in a  
detached,  practical  manner.  Many organizers of  recurrent  events sense  this  problem, and 
respond by making their evaluation process longer, or more confusing, which is not apt to 
help.

In light of this issue, I want to contribute a typology of large-group-event evaluations, 
ranging from most to least helpful, and somewhat arranged by their underlying emotion. For 
participants who are evaluating such events, I hope this list is exemplary and admonitory. For 
organizers, however, I hope this list is a tonic. All events, even the most sublime tea party in 
paradise,  will  receive evaluations in the bottom tiers  of  this list,  and those can be calmly 
discarded.  Indeed,  they  ought  to be discarded,  because they are ultimately not comments 
about  the  event,  they  are  comments  about  the  participant  themselves.  You  have  my 
permission on this.

So here it is, from best to worst in eleven categories:

1 – Tuning or Why Don't We Plug In That Fan?

“Since you are renting the entire Blodgett building for your event, you are paying for the 
theatre in the basement; rather than watch videos on laptops maybe you should try to 
use the projector.”

“You realize that we have maybe ten semi-pro musicians among the participants? We should 
drop the film night that is just causing arguments, and have a talent show.”

If they're well thought out, these are absolutely the most useful comments, since they  
imply a way to improve the event with little or no outlay in terms of time or energy.

http://leasthelpful.com/


2 – Appreciation or This One Thing Worked Well

“I loved the roundtable on working with interpreters.”
“The thing I most enjoyed were the evenings when we just got to chat informally.”
“I loved being able to extend conversations by hitting the coffee shops on Broad Street.”

One of the worst things that event organizers can do is accidentally get rid of the  
things that work best in an event. This is distinct from the risky-but-understandable effort to  
improve  things  that  already  work  (and  to  prevent  those  things  from  ossifying  into  
comfortable  rituals).  Many  events  create  largely  incidental  spaces  or  interactions  that  
contribute greatly to the overall experience, but in a way that isn't obvious unless people  
point it out. If these are being highlighted as valuable, the organizers should probably not  
view them as open terrain for some novel, untested project.

3 – Nostalgia or You Changed This One Thing

“I miss the cold showers at the Ridgeline Lodge.”
“I liked how informal the check-in process used to be, it's too organized now.”

This is a somewhat less useful version of the second category, above. The problem  
here is that while people are fairly good reporters of what they enjoy in real-time, golden-
glow biases set in quickly. Participants who return to recurring events are often trying, to  
some extent,  to recapture  a moment of  time lost  in the past.  This  produces an inherent  
conservatism:  every  little  decision  becomes  a  hallowed  tradition  overnight.  Even  
participants who actively complained about X when it occurred may not recall this, and on  
the next round they ask why on earth the organizers got rid of X.

That said, these comments can sometimes serve as a belated version of the comments  
in the previous category.

4 – Deprecation or This One Thing Didn't Work

“Hated the film night.”
“Lunch is much too short.”
“Conference center feels like the creepy hotel from Barton Fink.”
“Why can't we have a working projector or at least some dry erase markers? Is this 

preschool?”

These are the most common group of comments by far. In principle they can be just  
as useful as those in the second category. In practice, they are much less so. In the first place,  
they frequently do not propose any constructive alternative to the problem at hand. If the  
alternative is simply to dispense with something (e.g. the film night), that might be not be an  
issue. But often the alternative is a trade-off of some type—you can't make lunch longer  
without  making  something  else  shorter.  Very  frequently,  and  aggravatingly,  these  
comments can only really be addressed by a change in venue, which is a very major (and  
usually a very long-term) decision.

Even at their most useful, however, these comments are negatively phrased, and often 
in very aggressive language. This makes them emotionally exhausting to read, and limits  
their practical utility accordingly.



5 – Idealism or Stop Holding This Event In Reality

“It is exclusionary and elitist to charge people money in order to purchase things.”
“Elements of prejudice that exist in the larger culture also occurred at this event.”
“This event was located in a geographic area that has negative features.”
“This event was located in a historical epoch that has negative features.”
“Why didn't someone check first to see if the [only] hotel [large enough to host this group] 

was being boycotted by environmental activists?”

I find these to be the most difficult type of comments, because they are often couched  
in  a  righteous  language  that  strains  people's  patience,  and yet  they  sometimes  contain  
useful  insights.  Event  organizers  create  microcosms of  the  wider  culture,  as  well  as  of  
specific  subcultures.  In  doing  so,  they  inevitably  reproduce  larger  patterns,  including  
prejudice,  exclusion,  marginalization,  and  the  like.  There  is  nothing  inherently  Utopian  
about gathering a  group of  people  together for  a few days,  and in principle  we should  
assume that such a group is apt  to reproduce almost  everything that is  wrong with the  
larger society. In fact, most event organizers work hard to create, at the minimum, a more  
cordial  atmosphere  among participants  than an  equivalent  group of  random strangers  
might except to have. And indeed, most such events today incorporate a range of policies  
that provide significant (and exemplary) responses to larger social dysfunction. Arguably,  
small-group events have driven social change in many areas, by field-testing “idealistic”  
social  policies,  especially  in  the  arenas  of  gender  equity,  desegregation,  and  the  
accommodation of people with various special needs.

And yet.
The event-as-microcosm also allows people to direct their outrage at social injustice  

at a target that is much smaller (and likely more receptive) than the wider society or even  
their  home communities.  This  tends to draw out criticisms that have very little  sense of  
scale. More discouragingly, from the organizers' point of view, the trend of these criticisms  
often moves like a counterweight to how well the underlying issues are being addressed.  
Thus  an  event  that  makes  no  accommodations  for  a  given  concern  may  receive  few  
complaints on that score. As they begin to address it, they invite what seems like an ever-
more-histrionic  discourse  about  why  they  aren't  doing  more,  until—typically—the  
community focus shifts to some new concern.

6 – Kinship or You Have Broken Our Tribal Rituals

“We always do [thing] on the second night, how come we didn't do it this time?”
“It's great to see more racial diversity, but they're bringing in a very un-[event name] vibe.”

Some  events  become  practically  equivalent  to  their  subculture,  so  that  logistical  
decisions about Burning Man, say, have a large impact on the experience of  Burners in  
general. Even where this is not the case, people frequently ascribe a symbolic importance to  
the character of events as being representations of a subculture. Sometimes this is expressed  
as  a  more  specific  version  of  the  previous  category  (e.g.  “how  can  we  fix  the  gender 
imbalance  in  electrical  engineering  if  we  can't  even  get  some  women  as  workshop 
presenters?”). But very often, these criticisms simply insist that a given way of doing things  
is appropriate because it is what X-subculture does, without further elaboration. This tends  
to  both  conflate  the  event  with  the  surrounding  subculture,  and  also  conflate  the  



conservation of tradition with meaningfulness.
And then again, as per the similar groups three and five, these criticisms sometimes  

carry useful insights about the tone of an event.

7 – Redundancy or Please Do That Thing You're Going To Do Already

“I really hated holding the workshops at the hotel while the studio space is being repaired.”

For  some  reason,  whenever  event  organizers  announce  an  inevitable  logistical  
change,  such  as  a  move  in  venue,  it  generates  both  direct  complaints  and  negatively-
phrased affirmation. The example above, for instance, could just as easily have been written  
as “I am so glad the studio space will be ready again next year”. Neither comment would be  
at all useful, since the move isn't really up for debate, but the second option would at least be  
upbeat.

This category begins our descent into the more pathological comments, but among  
these, it has the virtue of being very easy to recognize and painless to dismiss.

8 - Paradox of Choice or Why Were There So Many Resources Available?

“I would have liked to go to more of the presentations, but there wasn't enough time.”
“I was bummed to miss the workshop on LGBT films.”
“The field trips were awesome, but I felt like I missed half the session.”

Tuning  the  schedule  density  of  an  event  is  a  constant  battle,  so  these  sorts  of  
comments have a certain value. Yet they almost always fall under the “paradox of choice”:  
the more options people have, the more keenly we are aware of what we're missing out on. I  
want to suggest a sort of transform for finding the utility in these comments. Can they be  
rephrased as saying: “a reasonably organized person with a definite goal for getting the most 
out of this event can't do so because of the way it's scheduled”? If so, they are indicating a  
real problem. If not, they're probably just noise.

The more general version of this is...

9 – Regrets or I did It Wrong You Fix It

“I attended a workshop on Morris Dancing and it was all about Morris Dancing, which I hate.”
“There should be more chances to talk to people, because I didn't do that during [all the 

opportunities I had].”
“I didn't go to your [optional event] but I wish I had. It should be compulsory.”
“We should have been instructed to bring paper and pens to the lectures.”
“Why wasn't I sent a reminder to read the advance documents you sent me?”

For some reason, these comments often make up a large portion of the whole. They  
are useful insofar as the most common ones can be used to provide a set of reminders to  
future participants: “it  gets cold in Minneapolis in January, bring warm clothes”.  Beyond 
that, they are useful because you can throw them out without even thinking about it and  
focus elsewhere.



10 – Ego or This Event Should Have Focused More On Me

“I really like squid and economics, but the workshop on cephalopods did not present any 
economic analyses.”

“I am severely allergic or ideologically opposed to [thing], but several of the dishes you served 
contained [thing], so I had to eat other ones instead.”

“There is this obscure, freaky-sounding activity I like. How come it was not a [major] part of 
the event?”

This is a particularly painful category, for two reasons. First, these type of comments  
can easily mimic those in the upper tiers, and get a completely unwarranted amount of  
attention from organizers.  Second,  these are the comments that  are associated with the  
highest levels of emotional, logistical, and even legal drama. As a dear friend of mine put it:  
“The left would be a better place if we were more comfortable telling people to fuck off and  
grow up.”  That  seems a  bit  harsh.  But  again,  I  want  to  propose  a  transform.  If  these  
comments can be generalized to a processual level, rather than specificities, they might be  
useful.  It  is  reasonable to ask,  for instance,  whether there is enough discussion time for  
workshop  leaders  to  address  participant  concerns.  It's  not  reasonable  to  put  squid  
economics in the mission statement.

11 – Confusion / Incoherence or X is Great, Don't do X

“I loved the small group feel...this should be a much larger conference.”
“It was great to get really in-depth with some like-minded people in my field...I feel the 

discussions really suffered from a lack of different perspectives.”
“Definitely need to improve the food: more options, more local organic ingredients, and hot 

breakfasts!!! Also you need to reduce the cost.”
“I loved the orientation hike and camping, but it would be nice if we had internet access those 

days.”
“Enough with the PKNs, we already have none.”

Yeah, just throw these out before you go crazy. Actually, it's probably wise to throw  
out any evaluations that even touched these.


