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[Interview] Part 3: Teresa Hennig, International MS Access Authority

Thiz iz the nest blog in the continuing sefes of interviews with leading professionals. In this sefes of blogs, | hawe an
exclusive intenview with Teresa Hennig. Teresa is an intemational authonty on b5 Access, 3 top user group leader, 3 best
zelling author and a recognized and profiled WP

Enjoy! Stephen |barski, FCIPS, 5P, hivP

Top Ten Tips for Forming a New User Group

Stephen: Tell us more about your user group activities and the top ten lessons for forming a
user group and ensuning its success.

Teresa: | started attending a beginner's Access group shorthy after becoming an independent
consuttantideweloper. Sadly, the group had dwindled to 4 or § attendees. So, rather than lose
this networking resourze, | valunteerad to lead the group. Wie soon revitalized and expanded our
services to include 3 tutonal lab session before every mesting. bty focus was to prowide a
welcoming environment for nowices and beginners to network, ask questions, see what's
possible and be assured that there are helpful people available who will happily provide
mentoring and assistance.

Our group continued to expand until we outgrew our meeting room, Jiterally had people standing
at the back of the room), and we no longer hawe the computer Iab for hands-on sessions. But,
we =till hawe the pre-meeting tutonals, we been the president of the Seattle Access Group (5205) for about eight wears. Our
membership and attendance continues to fluctuate, but it never dwindles to the point of impleding. Our mission is too important
to forzake - beginners need and deserve 3 place to ask questions and leam, (whera they aren't intimidated by adwanced
concepts and acronyms).

The success of the 5AG lead to my being invited to become the presertation coordingtor for the Pacific Horthwest Access
Developers Group. That was 3 stretch for me because | hadn't attended the meetings, did not know the members, the topics,
L= Technorati or the presenter pool. But, Ammen Stein was wery persuasive, so | agreed. Little did | know that he'd call the day before my
wery first meeting and ask me to run the meeting in his absence. This meant, not only showing up as an unknown and rnning
the meeting, but also running the 084 session. This was so out of my league, but it seemed important and | do lowe a
-E challenge. bty approach is to lewverage talents and resources. So, when | got to the meeting, | introduced myself to the
EEDBLITE speaker, who happenead to be hichasl Kaplan, and | explained the situation and asked him to please also fiel the questions
during the 084 sezsion. Michael occasionally reminds me that | still owe him for that.

After that, Ammen asked me to mun the meetings with him. After G wears, he was ready to retine from office and | was
Carada's Assocaticn of Intarmat on nominated as President. | will always cherish the memores of election night. it was standing room onlhy, and three distinguished
Technalegy (11) Professicna ls Aocess Pz showed up just to support myy election, they couldn't stay the entire @wening, but they wanted to be thenz for
me. | had no idea that | could make such 3 difference. But, my groups are a prionty and | continue to put that kind of enengy

and passion into their mesetings.
So, that's how | got to be president of the two groups. #nd it gives 3 pretty strong basis for tips and suggestions for starting,
inwigorating and maintaining a successful user group.

Mtitude Stitoude Mtitude. The leader needs to infuse the room with positive enengy and ensure that everyone feels welcome,
appreciated and respected. There are many nuances to thiz, 30 maybe considering the antithesis will quickly ilustrate just how
impartant attitude or atmosphens can be.

Think about how uncomfortable or intimidating it can be to witness an akercation, even as minor as someane beaing ode. Or,
consider how it can be to feel ignored or invisible, Remember when vwou were listening to someone drone on, even if they had
walid ideas, wour mind had shut down, To counter those possibilities, the leader's energy and positive attitude can foster a
welzoming atmosphere that is energized =o that people are receptive to leaming and retaining and even creative thinking.
Additionally, the leader needs to carefully monitor comments and actions to quickly and discreetly squelch negativity .

| want peopla to feel welcome, included and appraciated. Wie greet people as they amive. | seek omt guests and ask about their
interzsts, expertise, what they are hoping to leam, and how they found out about the group.
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Focus on the audience. Find out what they are interested in, understand their skill lewels, and anticipate what they may want
to know about related programs, ete. Poll the group once or twice 3 year to find ot what topics they want to see, ask for
detailz, and ask for wolunteer presenters. Wiz hold an annual brainstomming session to come up with topic ideas for bath main
presentations and the Beginner's Comer. Building on each other's suggestions not only fosters fresh ideas, but it helps flush
out topics 5o that presenters can tailor 3 talk for our group. Of course, we aren't limited to these topics and we can't cower
them all, but it really helps to identify hot topics and even prospective presenters.

QUALITY presentation contert. This can not be ower emphasized. People are paying with their time, =0 be respectful and give
them walua through good technical content. The presentation style, lewel of difficulty, and even wenue can wary but the
presentation needs to be rehearsed and smooth - that doesn't mean flashy. There are exceptions, such as when there iz a
panel dizcussion, during 08, or if wou are coaching 3 new presenter. But for the most part, there needs to be 3 standard for
bioth the content and delivery of the presentation.

Hawe an agenda and stick to it. That also includes starting the meetings on time and taking scheduled breaks. Again, this
goes bach to respecting people's time. Agendas give the speaker parameters for timing their presentations and they also allow
participants to prepare for the meeting. (ok - we all fudge on this, but keep it close.)

Facilitate networking. Don't just designate networking breakis, help people leam how to networ, | remember times when we'd
take 3 break and no one would even stand up. When that happens, | announce that it's networking time and encourage
evenyone to introduce themselves to someone that they hawen't talked with. And then, | join in by talking briefly with people
throughout the room.

It really helps to include beverages and light snacks. Hopefully, 3 sponsor will pay forthis, but othenvise, consider pop, water,
coffee and whatewer snack food is conwenient, appropriate for the time of day and within wour budget. Our mestings start with
pizza at & Ph, bewerages are available throughout and the meetings [ast until 9:30 with networking lingering Iater. 5o wou can
see why having food is important. (However, we did not hawve food and bewerages the first few years of the 5AG meetings
and the group thrived based on the presentations.)

Send out 3 newsletter shortly before the rmeeting. tt's great to hawe a website, but the email with the meeting information
and other cument izsues seems to make 3 difference in attendance. For many people, the newsletter works better than just
=cheduling the meetings on their calendar. Plus, many people like to forward the newsletter to invite colleagues to the meeting.
S0, the newsletter helps to expand the reach of the group. Wty newsletters hawve 3 direct mailing of around 500 members. And,
they are redistributed through some companies and agencies, such as Mcrosoft, Bosing, @ couple of county and federal
agencies, and two universities.

B group web site is 3 most. & should be easy to find, for members and non-members alike. Keap it updated with the curent
meeting topics, times, locations and any special information about driving, parking, restrictions, etc. The website is alzo a great
place for sharng presentation content and tutoral sessions. These can be in @ securad folder that only members can aceess or
in @ public folder for anyone to uze. The site should also inzlude links to cument events, job opportunities, recommended
resources and definitely sponsor sites. it could also hawe a download page for cument and past newsletters.

Functionality is the key. The website should provide information, be up to date, and be easy to nawvigate. Beyond that, there
are @ mynad fegtures that can be added to provide more benefits. But, keep in mind that someons needs to maintain the site
and the information, o don't owver-commit. | is better to be simple and effective than to newer get it published or updated. Our
group sites wawver betwaen those two states, but | try to always hawve the mesting topics published . (hitp b, P HUGADG .org
and bitpcw. Seattle fAocess ong).

Find out what they want for review iters and drawings. i is great to hawe door prizes and big drawings, but sometimes it
easierto get a review item from a sponsor. Find out what people want to review. Afterthe drawing, give the winner a couple of
manths to prepare a short presentation for the group. The write-up would typically get published on the site andfor sent to the
sponsor. Of course, it is also great to get sponsors to provide software and door prizes, but the reviews give members practice
with public speaking and the sponsor gets waluable publicity .

Include variety, be open to new ideas and ask for members’ opinions and support. Just being the leader doesn't mean
that a person can or should do the presentations, do all the wors, or always make unilateral decisions. Howewer, leadership is
afforded the Iatitude to incorporate varety and ad hoc presentations into the mestings. s also incumbent upon leaders to
help the groups see how they can benefit by being aware of related technology and programs. Wihen pushing the envelope,
hiowevver gently, it is important that you conwey to the participants how they, individually and as a group, will benefit. You
should solicit their feedback and support in 3 positive and encouraging manner.

Be appreciative and encourage wolunteers, b is human nature to want to help, so encourage people to wolurtesr, give them
=mall assignments, and express apprecigtion not only for completing the task bt also for partizipating in the group. Offer to
mentor people for future leadership roles. This is their group and these are their meetings. We wouldn't be there without the
members. Thank members for coming to the mestings and say that yvou are looking forward to sesing them at the next one ---
and give the date.

A the end of the day, the participant's perzeption of whether or not the mesting was waluable and beneficial will often hinge on
the leader's attitude, demeanor and presence.

Look for more with Teresa in the nest blog.
| alzo encourage wou to share ywour thoughts here on these interviews or send me an e-mail at zibaaki@cips.ca.
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