
Running a regional without running amok 
by Felix Winternitz  
 
Cincinnati's chapter attracted 400 participants to a regional conference 
and made $17,000. Here's how they did it! 
 
Ten ideas made our regional conference successful. With a little effort, 
they can work for you, too. 
 
1. Don't be boring  
Programs with titles such as "Ethics in the '90s" or "Diversity in the 
'90s" are too plain, or vanilla, to stir up interest. Our topic titles 
included "Writing That Green Piece: The New Role of EcoJournalists:' 
"Delayed Gratification 101: Penning Your First Novel;' "The New 
Curmudgeons: Media Critics & Other Goofballs," and "Tales of the I-
Team: Conversations With the Winner of SPJ's Top TV Award." 
 
Whatever you do, don't schedule programs identical to ones offered at 
your region's convention the past year. Find the previous year's 
brochure so you can avoid any repetition. In fact, we ordered 
brochures from all the regional chairpeople in the country to steal 
program ideas. Check Quill magazine for a list of contacts. 
 
2. Realize the keynote speakers are your core 
Be willing to spend terrible sums to get them. Go for names people will 
recognize, never underestimate celebrity value. We brought in 
speakers from Washington, D.C., Florida, Memphis, Detroit, Cleveland, 
Louisville and so on. A regional that draws only on talent from the host 
city is doomed; seek a breadth of knowledge and ideas. And don't 
forget to draw on SPJ Headquarters. We asked the current executive 
director, SPJ president and Quill editor to speak. They all came, and 
did so pretty much at their cost. 
 
3. Don't overlook the draw of authors  
Especially those on the current bestseller lists. The beauty is, their 
publishers often pay part of the freight if a book signing is scheduled. 
Our authors included Wall Street Journal reporter Alecia Swasy, who 
wrote the corporate tell-all book Soap Opera; Lonnie Wheeler, author 
of the New York Times best-seller on Hank Aaron; mystery novelist Jim 
DeBrosse; Jay Black, author of Doing Ethics in Journalism; and Bryan 
Gruley, who wrote a steamy expose, Paper Losses, on the Detroit JOA. 
We also contracted with a local bookseller to bring hundreds of 



journalism books for signings and such, and made a nifty amount from 
our slice of its profits. 
 
4. Lure writers as well as journalists 
Having speakers such as Bruce Woods, editor of Writer's Digest, and 
successful full-time free-lancers such as Alanna Nash and Sherry Beck 
Paprocki helped. Market to the writers groups in your regions. Send 
brochures to local library associations, English departments at local 
colleges, etc. Heck, have a poetry session if you have to. Any 
discussion about the written word is healthy; healthy for your regional 
and for our business in general. 
 
5. Have fun — did you hear? — HAVE FUN 
Sure, people are there to learn. 
 
But nothing draws a crowd like craziness. We booked a local medieval 
theme complex that featured drawbridges, a country dance hall, 
English pubs, a microbrewery and the nation's largest beer museum. 
Consider offering bus trips to local hot spots such as theme parks or 
sports events. We offered discount tickets to Cincinnati Reds games.  
 
6. Plan ahead  
Of course, everybody says that. 
 
But think about the weekend you're booking. Plug local attractions in 
your brochure. We told people that the Reds were playing the Phillies 
three times the weekend of our conference, and found out that pushed 
over many who were hedging about attending from a distance. We 
also made sure we picked a weekend in April when Kings Island, our 
area's theme park, was going to be open for the season. Sell your city 
as well as your convention as a reason for coming. 
 
7. Make this a very public meeting 
Open your regional to the public. Market to local politicians, especially 
in an election year. They want to schmooze with reporters, so let them. 
One out of every four participants at our convention was not a 
journalist, professor, or student. We had real estate agents, politicians, 
librarians and average Joes. Some came for just one author or speaker 
session. Dandy by us. 
 
Be sure to post fliers in your local libraries, get free press in calendar 
listings in the dailies and so on. Get on the mailing lists of your local 



chapters of PRSA, Ad Club, Women in Communications, NABJ, 
whatever. Plug the regional in the JFORUM journalist library on 
CompuServe. Issue press passes to get coverage of your major 
speakers. That's right, get your local papers, TV, radio and AP on 
board. Journalists who are paying to attend aren't "on the job." They 
won't go back to the newsroom to write a story, they're going to stay 
and drink. Orchestrate coverage with local metro editors. 
 
8. Pinch pennies until Abe Lincoln screams 
Most average journalists are so thrilled to be asked to be on a panel, 
they'll come at their own expense. Save your bucks for attracting 
keynotes. The easiest cost to control is audiovisual equipment. Hotels 
charge outrageous sums for projectors, screens, flip charts, televisions 
and VCRs. If a speaker demands anything besides a mike, tell them 
they have to pay for it. Realize that the next easiest cost to control is 
liquor. Find a hotel that allows you to stock your own bar for the 
opening night reception in the suites. Then hit the discount liquor 
stores and turn your board members into bartenders. This trick 
allowed us to run an open bar all evening, no cost to attendees. Oh, 
and get media sponsors for everything. Be shameless. We had the 
"Dayton Daily News Breakfast." "The Gannett Dinner." "The Scripps-
Howard Reception." "The Cincinnati Magazine Lunch." "The Fox 
Network Restroom Break." Kidding on that last one. 
 
9. Keep your sign-up cost down  
We charged $49, and that included open bar and three meals. Make 
your money from numbers alone. We decided early on we'd rather 
have $] 0 in profit from 400 registrants than $40 in profit from 100 
registrants. The low cost allows the many tiny newsrooms and colleges 
to send somebody. More money advice: Pick up a financial software 
program such as Quicken, which allows you to track registrants who 
specify they'll be skipping a lunch or a dinner. Quicken told us that a 
full tenth of the guests and paid registrants planned to miss one meal 
by arriving late or leaving early. We ordered meals accordingly and 
saved $370. 
 
10. Think "added value"  
Whatever special sideshows you can run that will lure the undecided, 
do them. Consider a reverse press conference. We allowed the mayor 
of Cincinnati and two other politicos to sit on the other side of the 
press conference microphone for a change they got the opportunity to 
grill the editors of the Cincinnati Enquirer, Lexington Herald-Leader and 



Dayton Daily News about "biased" coverage. We had Dale Parry, the 
features editor of the Detroit Free Press, run a free-for-all session on 
creativity. We ran a writing contest, "Best of the Best," that allowed 
each registrant one entry as part of their sign-up fee; attracted 
reporting and design entries from Chicago to Pittsburgh, Memphis to 
Motown; and got the state AP wire to run the results. Best yet, we told 
registrants they could enter additional entries in the contest at $10 a 
pop. Yet another revenue stream. 
 
Bonus Idea 
Consider merging your regional with another convention. Chad Carlton 
from the Lexington Herald-Leader, our convention co-chair, first came 
up with the idea to merge Region V's convention (his) with Region IV's 
(ours). But suppose you're not located right next to an adjoining SPJ 
region? The merger idea could work as well if you combine with one of 
the Society of Newspaper Design regionals, or with your state 
newspaper association or press association's convention.


