Report on Professional Fraternity Association Convention

Marriott Las Colinas – Dallas, Texas

September 4-6, 2003

The best way to do this, I suppose, is partially in chronological order, partially in topic order.  By the end, you may have wished you hadn’t asked for a report.

Upon arrival on Thursday at noon, I attended the “Newcomers Luncheon” where a Past President of the PFA, Bill Schilling, answered questions and provided an outline on the general scope of this PFA event.  This luncheon was only partly effective, due to the noise in the hotel’s main restaurant.  However, I did have the opportunity to meet several other newcomers who are facing, or have faced, situations similar to those facing APX now – so the luncheon wasn’t a total waste of time.

One item to note: even though they showed four meeting sessions in their agenda, the meetings typically were scheduled for no more than 45 minutes at a time, and I don’t recall a single meeting lasting more than 30 minutes.  While I appreciated the brevity, not much seemed to get accomplished.  Having said that, however, there didn’t seem to be any topics of much consequence included on the agenda either.  Lots of pomp, not much in the way of meat until...

The seminars – sponsored by various corporations and organizations – were outstanding.  

· The first, titled “AlcoholEdu” was put on by a company called Outside the Classroom and dealt with, logically: alcohol education.  This company has an online program where students (and others interested in taking the program) can sign on and complete a totally private questionnaire about their drinking behavior.  Once the program “classifies” their behavior into a particular category, it then makes suggestions to the user about how to reduce their consumption, or influence others to do so, as the case may be.  The company has some pretty interesting statistics from schools where they were brought in as part of freshman orientations, especially on campuses where students were essentially forced to take the course as part of their admittance.  Overall, probably something we could offer our students via our website – without any cost to us – and potentially provide us with some opportunities to make a positive impression on faculty/administrations.

· The second seminar, “The Art of the Deal” was very engaging.  The PFA set up a panel discussion with representatives from Marriott and Hilton, led by the City of Irving Convention and Visitor’s Bureau (CVB for short) and invited attendees to ask questions of the hotel reps.  Questions dealt with everything from convention contract negotiations to how to get the perks we all hear about.  Readers Digest version: 

1) be nice to your hotel and CVB reps, as they are very accommodating to those who are nice to them.  

2) familiarize yourself with the industry jargon (CVB, RFP’s, FAM, room block, etc.)

3) maintain a file with the last three years worth of event history to share with hotel and CVB reps, so that they can efficiently respond to our requests for proposals (RFP).  The more detail we provide (room nights, price paid, peek stay nights, past meeting rooms and catering arrangements, meeting room setups, etc.)

4) BE FLEXIBLE.  If the dates for convention are flexible, so much the better.  If not, try to be as flexible as possible with meeting room dates and times.  The more the hotel can use our organization to “fill dead space” on their meeting room calendar, the better rates we’ll get.  Tell the rep what is and what is not flexible.

5) If possible, send them agendas from previous conventions so that they can see for themselves our typical outline.

6) Try to let the hotel or CVB be the first to name the rate. 

7) Look for hotels with more meeting room space than hotel rooms, as these establishments will be more likely to “comp” the meeting rooms

8) For our size group, booking one year out is better than two, as we’re more likely to get a better rate by serving as the “fill in the gaps” organization.  If a hotel has one large convention already booked, but that convention is leaving gaps in meeting room space, we benefit by being able to help the hotel fill that meeting room space.

9) Set up a site inspection!  Don’t demand specific rooms, but be specific about mandatory room size.

10) Ask local CVB about possible upcoming “Fam Tours”: tours where the CVB brings in potential conventioneers to wine and dine/show them the sights.  

11) Make sure to include a “revisit” clause in the contract, to allow for changes to the required room block, catering requirements, etc.

12) Include in the contract that, if guests find lower rates on the internet than by using the contracted group rate/code, the guest (or we) can call the hotel and notify them that “Mr. Smith is part of the APX Convention, so please credit us with his room toward our total room block.”

13) Get to know the hotel’s and CVB’s “Convention Services Manager.”  This person is likely to still be with their organization from year to year and will know your contract better than any front desk personnel, so they’ll be able to field problems as they arise.

· The third seminar was about recent IRS changes that face 501(c)(7) and (3) organizations.  Highlights:

1) any non-business-related income greater than $1000 will catch the attention of the IRS.

2) The IRS is keeping a very sharp eye on fraternal organizations, especially to make sure that Foundations are not set up simply to funnel tax-deductible funds back to their fraternal organizations for non-educational purposes.

3) funds collected for merchandise sales is not considered income from membership, however, funds for badges IS considered membership-related

4) Set-asides may ONLY be used for educational purposes, which include: “scholarship, leadership, grant, philanthropic, charitable” ventures

5) Non-educational ventures include: Recruitment (by any name), Ritual, Social pursuits, Operations, Expansion; and cannot be funded by set-asides.

6) IRS will no longer allow estimates for funds coming from the Foundation.  Requests for funds (no matter the reason) must be itemized.

7) Purely educational programs at conventions MAY be funded by Foundation, so long as the expenses are itemized and outlined in the request.

8) Each year, the Board must draft a written resolution outlining what any set-asides are to be used for and the resolution must include a statement that the funds will never be co-mingled with the general fund.  This resolution must be submitted by the 15th day of the 5th month after the FY’s end.

9) A Group Ruling is available for a one-time fee of $500.  A Group Ruling would allow us to be the umbrella 501(c)(7) organization, and allow our chapters and associations to incorporate under us.  On first glance, this sounded like a good thing – after talking with the attorney leading the seminar – no way.  I can give specifics if you like – just ask.
10) Regarding Foundations:

a) If APX requests a grant from the Foundation, the IRS will want to see in writing a Grant Request, Budget, Description of what we’re wanting the money for, Resolution to approve the grant, and most importantly: a Grant Agreement.

b) Can fund the event before or after expenses are incurred, but the IRS prefers to see post-event reimbursement.

c) Board Overlap is really being watched closely.  ***WE NEED TO DISCUSS HOW THE FOUNDATION BOARD MEMBERS ARE APPOINTED.  

d) In order for the Archi to be fully funded by the Foundation (which is what our Foundation likes to say happens), it must be 100% educational in content.  However, the Foundation can pay for whatever pages it uses for its own content (i.e., their promo page, and the APX Medal winners page).  Sounds like we’re doing fine in this category, because we’ve been using a cost per page billing arrangement with them anyway.

e) Another biggie: IF THE IRS BELIEVES THE FOUNDATION HAS NOT ACTIVELY PURSUED FUNDING FOR THREE CONSECUTIVE YEARS, IT WILL BE RECHARACTERIZED AS A PRIVATE FOUNDATION.  This doesn’t sound like we’d be in much trouble, except that the IRS will base their decisions on a current fund balance to funds raised per year ratio. The attorney I spoke with said the IRS would not be pleased to see any less than 10% increase in funds each year.  Any less than that and the IRS will likely reclassify to a Private Foundation for lack of “active fundraising.”

f) If we decide to take any chances on “set-aside” funds or Foundation grants, err on the side of set-asides, because if we are wrong, we would only have to pay taxes on the incorrect set-aside.

g) Keep an eye on our website content, because the IRS is now monitoring websites of not-for-profit organizations to insure they are what they say they are.  

· The fourth seminar was titled “How to Get Your Numbers Up” and was presented by Larry Mercereau, a very dynamic speaker.  He’d be great to add to a Leadership Conference agenda.  Going by the title, I expected him to be discussing recruitment…in a way, he did, but he talked mostly about how to increase attendance at events, how to convince the “fence-sitters” that they should make a decision on whether or not to become active again.  Highlights:

1) When formatting promotional pieces, don’t put APX anywhere near the headline.  The headline should be strictly an attention-getter…a statement to the fence-sitters on why they would be fools not to attend.

2) Make sure text content is set so that readers see the most important to less important information in a top left to bottom right order.

3) Avoid confusion – have only one focal point on the page.  If using an inviting photo, make sure to put the photo in the headline.  The sales sequence should be: eye-catching photo and/or headline, benefit of attending (if not included in the headline) – especially promoting any discounts for early registration, how and why to contact now, contact information and name of organization.  On two-page spreads, make sure content is still organized to read most important (upper left on first page) to least important (lower right on second page)

4) Surveys of thousands of convention goers have indicated the following on their priority list for attending:

a. Educational seminars

b. Networking

c. Trade show

d. Keynote speaker

e. General session (meetings)

f. Gala/Awards banquet

5) “Outside” activities listed first:

a. Cooking classes/wine tasting

b. Progressive Dinner (roving dinners)

c. Local special event/festival

d. Interactive outdoor activity (ranch night, etc.)

e. Museum/Art Gallery
6) GET SPONSORS!!!!  Almost goes without saying: the more sponsors you retain, the more you can spend on the convention goers’ priority activities.

· The fifth seminar was about insuring chapters and national organizations.  Chapters (and to a lesser extent, alumni associations) should be insured, at least with general liability insurance…especially if they own houses.  Overall, it’s expensive, but in the long run, it could be the difference between losing or retaining a chapter after a lawsuit.  Note: most universities will not allow fraternities on campus unless they’re insured.  When another group questioned this (because they’re not insured), the Law fraternities all jumped on it and said they’ve probably only been able to establish chapters everywhere because the school hasn’t checked into it and assumes they’re insured.

· The final seminar isn’t even really worth discussing here, as it was specifically geared toward fraternities with ample and paid staff.  It dealt with working relationships between volunteers (ostensibly, Board members) and paid staff (supposedly limited to secretaries and I.T. types).

When you wake up again – start here.

In between the brief meeting sessions and the lengthier seminars, we were encouraged to meet with the vendors (“Associate Members” as the PFA calls them).  Since this was my first year at the event, all vendors were new to me except for Burr Patterson.  Besides the seminars and the opportunity to network with other professions/fraternities, this is where I believe we gain the most by maintaining our membership in PFA.  The vendors are in “wine and dine” mode, so they’re ready to talk deals on just about anything.  The various Convention and Visitors Bureaus are clamoring for your next event, no matter how small – of course, it’s definitely a buyer’s market right now, so that has an effect on their demeanor.  The apparel vendors were there, but they were not the priority that weekend.  One vendor who also does banners might be of interest to the chapters, so I took his card.  I also met with the owner of a company specializing in fraternal publications.  He gave me some tips on making the most of our money in producing the Archi…ways to print more 4 color pages for the price of fewer pages at 2 color prices.   I’ll be sure to share this info with Karen, but I don’t want to adjust our current format until we’ve completed one cycle of the fraternalism, professionalism, etc.  

Greg, the PFA elections passed even faster than ours in Las Vegas.  The entire slate of nominees was elected by acclimation within about 45 seconds and their swearing-in ceremony consists of 2 sentences, climaxing in the officers saying, “I do.”  Not much pomp and circumstance in this area, but it was still nice to see.  Their terms of office are for one year only, so this might explain why we don’t really see too much forward momentum from one year to the next.  Point of interest: the new PFA President (from one of the Pharmacy fraternities) lives about 4 miles from me and when I mentioned that APX was working toward reestablishing our local chapter, he offered to go with us to meet the Dean next week.  I declined his offer because I don’t think we need to overload this meeting, but it’s nice to know he’s interested in helping PFA members on a local basis. Greg / Scott…I met several people from fraternities that had only recently gone international (one in Bangladesh) and we’ll be trading emails shortly to discuss the challenges they had to overcome to go international and the benefits/drawbacks of doing so.  Once the emails start flowing, I’ll include you two on copy.

In terms of social events during the conference, there were various dinner invitations on Thursday night that I was unable to attend due to my class schedule, but I hear each was lots of fun.  Burr Patt took several people to a trendy restaurant in the area.  The local CVB took several folks to a race car track nearby, where you can drive real race cars around a Monte Carlo style track, and you can drive real dragsters.  Each vendor was lining up with invitations, so I was a little disappointed I couldn’t join in.  Saturday night’s banquet was very nice.  I hesitate to say “nice” because I know the negative connotation that often receives from architect-types like us, but it fits.  It really was nice, but it was “nice” too.  I spent most of the banquet explaining to my fellow table guests why Ted wasn’t there and assuring them that HE asked ME to attend in his place.  Just kidding, but only partly.  Robert Redding (Phi Alpha Delta – law fraternity) received the Lifetime Achievement Award, definitely much deserved, after hearing his vitae.  Wow.  I strongly suggest we pay particular attention to PFA awards nominations next year – we have some very strong candidates in our ranks.  And I also think we should consider nominating someone for the Lifetime Achievement award…maybe Howard Van Heuklyn, or Bill Bradford?  It’s a shame Dutch Knowlton died this year, or he could have given Robert Redding a run for his money.  Laura, get ready because the CVB’s of Buffalo, Richmond and Pittsburgh all want to fly you to their fair cities to do FAM tours.  I know I already spoke with you, but Buffalo will be contacting you today or tomorrow about going up there for their tour on the weekend of September 20.  Enjoy!

This report is degenerating into simple commentary, so I’ll finish up.  After attending the PFA Conference, I am no longer skeptical about our membership in the organization.  While I think they still have some minor organizational issues to address, I believe our membership dues are well spent.  The return on this investment, at least at this time, is positive and provides us with many of the very benefits we espouse to our own members.  Networking with professionals (in this case, other professions), obtaining valuable contacts in the business world (hotels/CVB’s/printers, etc), and probably most important…discovering that all fraternities face – or have faced – the same problems we face now.  

Respectfully Submitted by Vicki Horton, WGS

