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Hi, I’m Vitorio. Thanks for coming out tonight.

I’m a designer here in town and I’m here to talk with you about
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DESIGNING
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meetups.

“DESIGNING?”

Now, by “designing,” I don’t meet their web sites.
I mean designing the actual face-to-face interaction, the content and the support they
provide, actually improving the aspects that are the reasons you show up and participate.

“MEETUPS?”

And, by “meetups” I mean meetups in the broadest sense.
If you’ve ever attended a user group,
a professional society meeting,
a networking happy hour,
a lunch with other people in your field,
a talk or lecture at UT or a bar or at a company after hours,
what I’m going to talk with you about can make those things better for you.

Raise your hands
How many of you have ever attended a local community event ever.
Refresh Austin counts.
Put your hands down only if Refresh is the only thing you ever attend, ever.
Really?
Seriously?
I want to talk with you after this because that’s fascinating to me.
Anyone in here run or help organize a local community event? A meetup? A happy hour?
It’s really hard to get this information out there. Austin’s a small town, but it’s also very
private and disconnected. If you like what I have to say tonight, I have a favor to ask you:

http://vitor.io
@vitor_io

...whatever meetup you go to next, you ask the organizer if they’ve heard of some of this
stuff, and you point them in my direction.
If you go a meetup and it wasn’t all that great, this is how you can help make them better.
You tell the organizer about this.

“BETTER?”

So what do I mean by “better”? Better is whatever you want it to be: more attendees. More
professional support. More free beer. More recruiters. These things can help you in
whatever your goals are.

4
I’m going to be telling you about four things to accomplish them.

10
The first thing is ten things a meetup can do right now, starting tonight, to make things
better for you. These things come out of a bunch of research we did, which we’ll talk about
after the points themselves.

☑
The second thing is a survey you can take, right now, to tell groups like Refresh Austin, IxDA
Austin, Austin UPA, STC Austin and others, what you’re interested in, what you’re missing out
on, and more.

How satisfied were you with this event?

very
dissatisfied

neutral

very
satisfied

How well did the event match your expectations?

not
at all

neutral

very
well

Are you a registered member
of this group?

yes

no

If this group is a local chapter, are
The third thing areyou
these
feedbackofforms
which you
can fill out, right
a member
the parent
group?
yes now,
noto tell Refresh

what you thought of the meeting tonight. If you were here at the January Refresh Austin
meeting, that was the test run and since then, Austin UPA and STC Austin have both tried
them out as well. How
You’llmuch
get one
after
and on
we’ll
collect them
before you leave.
time
dothis
youtalk
spend
work-like
activities

outside of your workday?

no
time

< 10
hrs/wk

10-20
hrs/wk

20-40
hrs/wk

40+
hrs/wk

Write on the back:
1. What did you like best about the event?
2. What might have made it better?
3. Leave your email if you’d like us to follow up.
Thanks!

DISTANCE
The fourth thing is an essay which talks about all of these things at a much larger scale, at the
scale of all the meetups in all of Austin, about what it means to be a professional, about the
sustainability of our industries and our communities in cities everywhere.

10
So let’s get into it. Let’s talk about ten things you and the organizers of your meetups can do
right now.

CHANGE
YOUR LOCATION

Change your location
How many people here live in South Austin?
How many people here work in South Austin?
How many people live or work in Central Austin, North Austin or Northwest Austin?
Meetups should be Monday through Thursday evenings, somewhere Central, North or
Northwest. You want to hold them near people’s work, or around their commuting or travel
route. Can they bike there? Can they take the bus there? Can they park there? Convenience is
a huge factor in whether busy or less motivated people will attend.
That means meetups right after work in South Austin probably aren’t a good idea. That also
means ones downtown late in the evening aren’t a good idea, either.
What about lunch? Fridays are okay for lunch, but not really during the rest of the week.
Weekends? For a professional meetup? Forget about it. They’re practically off-limits for so
many people.

CHANGE
YOUR CONFLICTS

Change your conflicts
How many people here have ever had made a graphic that ended up on the web? A single
pixel GIF. A button. Anything.
So, most of the time you have a graphic artist do that, right? And graphic artists have a
professional association with regular meetings, called AIGA. Graphic artists also have social
networks where they show off what they’re working on, and one of these is Dribbble. Any
artist with any sort of professionalism is probably an active member of both.
And yet somehow, the day after tomorrow, AIGA has a meeting... and so do the Austin
Dribbble users. At the same time. At the opposite ends of town.

CHANGE
YOUR CONFLICTS

Don’t schedule events that conflict with other major related events. The more general groups
will have larger turnouts, because people go where people are, and there are people on
Thursday night who might benefit from attending Dribbble, but they won’t go at the expense
of missing AIGA, and vice versa. It splits the community in an unhealthy fashion, it makes
people choose sides. And this happens all the time.
Now, if you’re Austin PHP, maybe it’s safe to schedule opposite, say, Austin Python, but not
Austin JavaScript. Maybe if you’re Austin WordPress, you can safely schedule opposite Austin
Drupal, but neither of those groups probably want to schedule opposite Austin MySQL.
And I have to say, it probably doesn’t matter what your group is, but you should probably
never schedule against Refresh Austin. Austin is a web town. 60% of people have been to a
Refresh Austin meeting. How many people here went to the Christmas party? It’s like the
biggest show in town.

CHANGE
YOUR SPEAKERS

Change your speakers
How many people have attended a local event and it seemed like it was a company selling
something instead of handsome, interesting person telling you useful experiences?
People want people to give talks, and people to be on discussion panels, not companies.
Companies can sponsor the event, sure. TCG is sponsoring the meeting tonight, but a whole
gaggle of TCG people aren’t coming up on stage to hard sell you. Panels shouldn’t be
stocked entirely with people from the sponsors firm.

Other types of meetings are useful, too. Hands-on workshops, for example. Groups hardly
ever do those, but they’re great. One of the biggest turnouts Austin UPA has had recently
was when they did hands-on demos of eyetracking equipment.

CHANGE
YOUR SPEAKERS

“Field trips” to related industries can be interesting to serious practitioners, too. Java
programmers might benefit from seeing demos of other languages on the JVM. Artists might
benefit from meeting with industrial designers or architects.

CHANGE
YOUR TOPICS

Change your topics
It turns out lots of people want to learn the basics. There’s lots of new people constantly
flowing into the industry. There’s lots of new technologies coming out. You don’t
necessarily need to cater to just the gurus and senior-level people with existing subject
matter.
By holding introductory sessions, you let new people feel more welcome, like they have
something they can learn without feeling like they’re “not good enough” to show up. And
you can ask mid-level people to hold those talks, which makes them feel like they have
something to contribute.
Maybe you spent a weekend or two learning all about Node, the JavaScript server system.
Give an introduction to Node. All the things you just figured out, tell people about them.
Fostering that transition from beginner to practitioner gives people milestones in their
professional lives, it helps people know where they stand. A lot of these changes come back
around to that.

CHANGE
YOUR MARKETING

Change your marketing
What marketing?
Lets see a show of hands, how many people are here tonight because of the flyers you see
advertising Refresh Austin all around downtown?
Hehe yeah.
Lets try that a different way.

How many people learned of Refresh Austin through the Web Design and Development
Meetup, on Meetup.com?

CHANGE
YOUR MARKETING

Getting people to even learn your group exists is a big deal. We all have someone we work
with who we’ve never seen at a Refresh Austin meeting. Aaand maybe we think we’re a little
cooler than they are because we go and they don’t.
But that’s actually really bad for Refresh. Even if you don’t like this person, you, as an
attendee of Refresh, should be inviting them every. single. month. Because it’s not really
about them.
As I said earlier, Austin is a lot more private and disconnected than you might think. So all of
the other web professionals that your coworker knows, might not know about Refresh either.
Even if your coworker doesn’t ever show up, they’re going to mention it to their peer group.
Using those network effects is super important.

And for organizers, Refresh is a great example of making it easy to take advantage of those
network effects, because even if you don’t know what’s going on at Refresh this month, you
know when it is.

Buffalo Billiards
Because it’s in the same place

7pm
at the same time

2nd Tuesday
every single month.

CHANGE
YOUR MARKETING

Irregular schedules kill the momentum of a group. Be reliable.
And give people every possible way of finding out about the group. Don’t wait for people to
come to you. People are busy. Go where they are. Post to mailing lists. Post to other
people’s mailing lists. Post on Twitter. Post on Facebook. Post to calendars. Send out text
messages. Call people on the phone. Mail letters to their office.
Which leads to the next one.

CHANGE
HOW PROACTIVE
YOU ARE

Change how proactive you are
Two years ago, I ran a series of design workshops, and before each meeting, I would text
message every person who had ever attended, to invite them to the next one.
This seems super obnoxious to you and me, who were already going to show up.
But it’s not for you and me. It’s for the people on the fence. It’s for the people who aren’t
used to going out to these sorts of things.
It’s for the web developer, who works with three or four or five or six other web developers,
and they talk about web development at lunch every day. They’re this insular little group and
fulfills all of their needs for “talking shop,” so why would they come to Refresh? They get six
opinions about CSS preprocessing frameworks at the office every day. You see this all the
time at big enterprise departments and at agencies, with freelancers who have a core group of
other freelancer friends. Personal invitations are often the only way to break people out of
that “work shell.” You need to personally take someone’s hand and invite them, and then ask
them to bring a friend or colleague.

CHANGE
YOUR VALUE
PROPOSITION

Change your value proposition
Why are people showing up? Why are you here tonight?
Is it to learn something? Is it to commiserate? Is it for a beer?
People come for different reasons, but there’s a big list of things that they don’t come for,
and that’s because they don’t know they’re missing it.
I want you to think about your professional practice for a minute. Think about the things you
know you probably should be doing at work, like, using source control, or writing unit tests,
or doing code reviews, or having an agile workflow, or doing pair programming.

• Do

you use source control?

• Can

you make a build in one step?

• Do

you make daily builds?

• Do

you have a bug database?

• Do

you fix bugs before writing new code?

• Do

you have an up-to-date schedule?

• Do

you have a spec?

Joel Spolsky has “The Joel Test,” which is twelve questions that help you figure out how
professional your development process is. You can’t fix people’s workplaces. But maybe
there are things that user groups can offer to ameliorate some of these problems.

CHANGE
YOUR VALUE
PROPOSITION

Give people things they’re missing at work. Provide a venue for code reviews. Throw a twohour pair programming workshop, where it’s like speed dating but you’re writing unit tests
and hello world. Help people get source control and bug tracking going for their personal
projects. You can’t fix people’s workplaces, but you can show people the value in having
professional practices, and if enough people know and understand that, then their workplaces
will start to change to accommodate that, or people will find new jobs that respect them
more. Bad companies suffer, and good employees end up happier, there’s no downside.

CHANGE
HOW PEOPLE
FIND WORK

Change how people find work
Speaking of finding new jobs, how many people found their current job through one of those
faceless “networking events,” those grotesque business card free-for-alls.
People don’t find jobs that way. My parents always told me, it’s not what you know, it’s who
you know, and even in today’s age of cheap social networking, it’s still true. That one guy
you met at the bar that time and friended on Facebook? He’s not going to help you find a job.

Ryan, who you know through Refresh, and you see him around town all the time, and he
knows your name, and he knows your dog’s name, and your girlfriend’s name,

and you’ve been to his Halloween party

CHANGE
HOW PEOPLE
FIND WORK

HE’S gonna help you find a job.
As an attendee, one of the most valuable things you can do is simply to talk with people and
get to know the other regulars. Even if you’re not looking for a job right now, someone else
is, and that guy you talked with last month, oh, you know he was looking for someone and,
oh, that’s your skill set, oh, I should introduce you two. Personal introductions and real
connections are the best way to get ahead.
And as an organizer, facilitating that is super important.

Joel Bush hosts a group called Regulars.

Mozart’s
They’re regulars at Mozarts.

Every Friday
Every Friday morning.

8am
At 8am.

CHANGE
HOW PEOPLE
FIND WORK

Without fail. Even if I don’t know if Joel will be there, I know someone will be. And those days
that Joel is there, he knows everyone there. He knows their name and what they do and what
they’re interested in, and he’s making all of these personal connections and introductions
that turn it from just coffee into a group of people helping each other.

CHANGE
HOW PEOPLE FEEL

Change how people feel
Personal connections aren’t the only thing people need. They need validation, too. At some
point, you outgrow the group of developers you work with. You feel like you’re not learning
anything any more. You start to get that bored itch, you know? That it’s time to find
something new.
But, how good are you, really? Where do you stand compared to everyone else in town?
Maybe you take an interview and find out there’s a whole ton of stuff you don’t know, and
now you don’t feel so good about yourself.
I talked about providing professional support earlier, and moral support goes hand-in-hand
with that. Things like advanced classes and informal competitions can provide external
metrics as to your standing within the community.

Like, here’s a comp, write the HTML and CSS for it. And when you put all of those HTML and
CSS files next to each other, you can see how far someone is along in their professional
development, relative to everyone else.

CHANGE
HOW PEOPLE FEEL

This person obviously used this boilerplate. This person has copy and pasted the same
doctype since 1997. This person never learned CSS. And you can get people to talk about
their decisions and help them figure out what they should be learning next.

CHANGE
WHY YOU’RE DOING IT

Change why you’re doing it
I’ve given you a lot of things you can do to make your meetup better, but the one thing I
can’t give you is a reason to hold a meetup at all.
The fact of the matter is, if you’re showing up to meetups, you’re substantially more engaged
than the people who don’t. And there’s a lot more people who don’t, than there are people
who actively attend.
So as an organizer, you have to really think about what you’re trying to get out of running it.
And as an attendee, you have to really think about what you’d like your groups to provide,
and tell them about it. Don’t just stop showing up because you’re bored. It won’t get any
better that way. Talk about it.

10
So that was the first thing, the ten things. And you’re probably nodding along for a bunch of
it, but I threw out some “facts” and some “numbers” and maybe you’re wondering where all
that came from.

☑
So let’s talk about the second thing, this survey.
This time last year, Refresh, IxDA, UPA and Austin UX sent out a survey asking a whole bunch
of questions about where you live, where you work, what you do, are you happy, what are
your skills, on and on and on.

This is what it looked like. We had a little over a hundred people respond, which isn’t bad for
a local survey, and it told us tons of interesting information about the makeup of the Austin
web and design communities.

“Miliano: 2011 Survey Data & Explanations”

http://distance.cc/issues

Today, I’m announcing two things. First, all of this data and the analysis, is now available.
All of the things I just told you came out of all of the data mining we did. You can take a look
at the original survey, the summary of the data, and the interpretation and analysis, and use
it to understand your attendees, right now.

Austin Community Survey 2012

http://vi.to/austin-survey-2012

Two, I’m launching the new survey for 2012, right now. And I want you to take it. I want you
to tell everyone you know about it. All of the web development and design professionals you
know. All of the writers and the artists and the programmers you know. Everyone should
take it take it take it. Take the survey.
It’s been totally overhauled, it’s like ten questions shorter, and it’s going to tell us all of this
stuff and more, and help us make better meetups for you.

“Miliano: 2012 Survey Questions & Instructions”

http://distance.cc/issues

And if you’re a group organizer, and you take the survey, and you feel like it doesn’t reflect
the needs of your group? There are instructions how to run your own. Maybe you’re not
even from Austin and you’re watching this on the internet in the future. You can run the
survey yourself for your own local community, and compare it to Austin’s results.

☑
Okay, so that was the second thing, the survey.

How satisfied were you with this event?

very
dissatisfied

neutral

very
satisfied

How well did the event match your expectations?

not
at all

neutral

very
well

Are you a registered member
of this group?
If this group is a local chapter, are
Now the third thing,
feedback of
forms.
youthe
a member
the parent group?

yes

no

yes

no

Was anyone here last month? Or has been to STC or UPA’s February meeting?

How much time do you spend on work-like activities
Okay, so you’ve seen this feedback form.
outside of your workday?

no
time

< 10
hrs/wk

10-20
hrs/wk

20-40
hrs/wk

40+
hrs/wk

Write on the back:
1. What did you like best about the event?
2. What might have made it better?
3. Leave your email if you’d like us to follow up.
Thanks!

“Miliano: Local Community Response Card”

http://distance.cc/issues

This is a new feedback form we’ve designed, that all the groups in town can use if they want,
to collect information on how they’re doing on a meeting by meeting basis. It has just a few
questions, but if you fill it out, you can tell the organizer what you thought, what they can do
to make things better, and they can learn exactly the sort of people who are showing up to
help with future planning.
At the end of this talk, you’re going to get one, and at the end of the next talk, you should fill
it out and turn it in before you leave. And then I’m going to tally them all up using an
automated Google Form, so it’s quick and easy, and we’re going to immediately know how it
went.

Here’s what the organizers of Refresh saw last month.

And here’s what the organizers of STC saw last week.

And UPA.

How satisfied were you with this event?

very
dissatisfied

neutral

very
satisfied

How well did the event match your expectations?

not
at all

neutral

Are you a registered member
of this group?

very
well

yes

no

If this group is a local chapter, are
I hope you’ll be seeing
forms
more
and group?
more events, butyes
if you go
you athese
member
ofatthe
parent
no to a meetup and
you don’t have to fill one out, ask the organizer why not. Don’t they want to know how
they’re doing? Don’t they want to know what you think?

How much time do you spend on work-like activities
If you worked at a job that never gave you an annual review and so never gave you a raise,
outside of your workday?
you wouldn’t stay very long. Hold your meetups accountable. Help them be the things you
need them to be.
Okay, that was the third
feedback10-20
form, now the
fourth and
final thing, the essay.
nothing, the
< 10
20-40
40+
time
hrs/wk
hrs/wk
hrs/wk
hrs/wk

Write on the back:
1. What did you like best about the event?
2. What might have made it better?
3. Leave your email if you’d like us to follow up.
Thanks!

DISTANCE
http://distance.cc

There’s a new quarterly coming out. It’s called Distance, and it’s for long-form writing about
design. And all of the things I’ve talked about tonight are really specific to Austin, and to the
local web community, but that’s because I know how to tailor a talk to the audience. All of
these problems, with people not showing up to meetups, and with meetups being held
haphazardly, and with organizers getting burned out, and with you not being supported
professionally, and with it being hard to find a really good job at times, these problems are
problems everywhere.
They’re problems with communities and meetups other than just design and web
development.
They’re problems in cities other than Austin.
These are social and cultural problems.
The editor of Distance asked me to write about this, and I was, like, oh, wait, I don’t just have
to bullshit, I can go back last year’s survey and actually do some real analysis.
And it turned out to be super depressing.
These are huge problems.
So I also included ways to fix them. This list of stuff tonight is the local part of that. And the
essay is the global part of that.
If you’re interested in what I’ve talked about tonight, there are a couple days left to pre-order
the first issue of Distance, where my essay is published.

http://distance.cc/issues
http://vi.to/austin-survey-2012

And all of these things, the feedback form and the survey, are now online at the Distance site,
for you and your meetup organizers to use, for free.
Order the issue. Talk with your organizers. Take the survey. And I hope 2012 gives you the
best meetups you’ve attended in Austin yet.
Thanks for coming out tonight.
I’m Vitorio, appMobi is up next.

