Perished or Published: The Fate of
Presentations from the Ninth ACRL

Conference

Joseph Fennewald

The scientific merit of the Ninth ACRL Conference is assessed by track-
ing the subsequent publication of its presentations. The results indicate
that presentations in all formats—papers, panels, posters, and round-
tables—achieved publication in refereed journals. Papers and panels were
more likely to be published (18%) than posters and roundtables (8%).
Overall, 13 percent of all presentations became refereed articles. In addi-
tion, eight percent of the presentations were based on prior publications.
The rate of subsequent publication identified here is similar to that of a
previous study of a library conference. However, it is much lower than
rates reported for medical and scientific conferences. This may suggest
that the ACRL conference resembles a technical, not a scientific, meeting
with an emphasis on presenting best practices rather than disseminating
research. This study should be replicated to determine if the publication

of presentations is higher at other and future library conferences.

he conferences of the Associa-
tion of College and Research
Libraries (ACRL) provide

librarians with opportunities
to explore new research topics, report on
research in progress, or share completed
research. As is true of other professional
meetings, its roundtables, posters, panels,
and paper sessions provide feedback that
can enhance the presenter’s research and
contribute to its subsequent publication.!
Presentation is often viewed as a pre-
liminary step to publication, especially
in a refereed journal.? Refereed journal
publications are seen as “the founda-
tion of scientific communication [and]

broaden the research base upon which a
scientific discipline is built.”* In addition
to being important for the profession,
the publication of presentations reflects
favorably on the conference. One mea-
sure of a conference’s scientific merit is
the subsequent appearance in print of its
presentations.*

As the “premier professional devel-
opment experience” for librarians in
academic and research institutions, the
ACRL conference is a fine venue in which
to examine the fate of presentations.’
This study focuses on the presentations
at the Ninth ACRL National Conference
held in April 1999. This conference was
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chosen because sufficient time has now
elapsed for its participants to publish their
presentations. This research explores (1)
the proportion of conference presenta-
tions published in refereed journals, (2)
whether the presentation format predicts
publication, and (3) the time from pre-
sentation to publication. It also compares
these findings to what has been reported
previously.

Literature Review

Studies have explored the fate of con-
ference presentations in various disci-
plines. In 1999, J. E. Bird and M. D. Bird
identified twenty-eight such studies, in
addition to their own.° Since then, there
have been several others.” This research
reports that from 26 to 74 percent of
conference presentations are published.
(See table 1.)

Most of these studies have concen-
trated on presentations at scientific or
medical conferences. There have been
few studies of conference presentations
in the social sciences or the humanities.
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Only one study, that of M. Carl Drott,
examined the fate of library conference
presentations.® He examined the papers
presented at the 1987 meeting of the
American Society of Information Science
(ASIS). Based on a sample of these papers,
he identified a “13% rate of journal article
follow-up publication.”” As shown in
table 1, compared to other studies, this is
low. One reason may be that library con-
ferences resemble technical conferences
more than they do scientific conferences.
Technical conferences provide practical
advice to enhance services; scientific
conferences are designed to disseminate
research findings.!

Although Drott is the only previous
study on the publication of presentations
atalibrary conference, there are two note-
worthy studies on the quality of research
presented at ACRL conferences. The first
study by Caroline Coughlin and Pamela
Snelson applied scientific research criteria
(presence of independent and dependent
variables, quantifiable measures, one
or more hypotheses, etc.) to the papers

TABLE 1
Publication Rate of Conference Presentations in Nine Disciplines
Study Discipline Organization | Conference | Subsequent
Founded Date(s) Publication
Drott (1995) Information Science 1937 1987 13%
Maxwell (1981) Oncology Nursing 1975 1977-79 26-56%
Oseman (1989) Radiation (Health 1956 1979 26%
Physics)

Seaton & Bermejo | Speech and Hearing 1919 1978 33%
(1983)
Weber, et al. (1998) | Emergency Medicine 1989 1991 45%
Carroll, et al. Pediatrics 1929 1998-99 45%
(2003)*
Bird & Bird (1999) | Marine Biology 1981 1989 51%
Scherer, et al. Ophthalmology 1928 1988-89 66%
(1994)*
Krzyzanowska, et Oncology 1964 1989-98 74%
al. (2003)

*Carroll (2003) reports on a conference sponsored by four separate organizations. The earliest of
these was founded in 1929. Scherer (1994) also reports on a conference co-sponsored by two groups
with the earliest originating in 1928.
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presented at the first ACRL conference
in 1978." This study was repeated by
Pamela Snelson and S. Anita Talar in 1991
for papers given at the ACRL conferences
in 1981, 1984, and 1986."2 These two stud-
ies found that only 18 to 30 percent of
the papers qualified as research by their
criteria.

Hypotheses

This study examines the publication of
presentations at the ACRL Ninth Confer-
ence. It reviews the subsequent publica-
tion rate of all presentations—papers,
panels, posters, and roundtables—after
five years. Several hypotheses were
tested. First, the more rigorous the re-
quirements for submitting a proposal,
the likelier the presentation will be
published. Thus, contributed papers
are more likely to appear in print than
are the contents of panels, posters, or
roundtables. Second, because they are
more developed, contributed papers are
published sooner than work delivered in
other formats. Paper proposals required
a 250- to 500-word abstract and a com-
pleted paper required between 1,800 and
2,500 words. Panel proposals required a
250- to 500-word abstract with no paper.
Poster proposals required a 250-word
abstract. Roundtables were only asked
to submit ideas for topics.”

Identifying the publication rate of pre-
sentations will enable us to compare the
ACRL conference with the ASIS confer-
ence, as well as with medical and scientific
conferences. In addition, examining the
number of refereed publications will al-
low us to compare the research presented
at the ACRL Ninth Conference with the
first four ACRL conferences. The rate
of publication for the ACRL conference
was expected to be similar to the rate
for the ASIS conference and within the
estimated range of “acceptable” research
presented at the 1978 through 1986 ACRL
conferences. Likewise, it was anticipated
that the ACRL rate would be lower than
rates reported for medical and scientific
conferences.

Methodology

In the 1999 conference, there were 401
speakers in 256 presentations, excluding
invited and preconference speakers. A
search in Library Literature Index, Infor-
mation Science Abstracts Plus, and ERIC
was conducted for each speaker. To in-
clude all possible publications, the search
included variations on the presenter’s
name in the author index of each database
(for example, J. Neal, J. G. Neal, James
Neal, James G. Neal). Only publications
appearing between 1994 and 2004 were
included in the results. The five years
prior to the conference were included
because previous research indicated that
some presentations are published before
they are presented at a conference.'
Including five years after the conference
likely captured all subsequent publica-
tions; research also has shown “that 90%
or more of studies are published within
four years of the meeting.”"

To match publications with presenta-
tions, Robert Oseman’s criteria from his
study of the meetings of the Health Phys-
ics Society were adopted.' Specifically,
the author had to be one of the presenters
and the key concept of the presentation
had to appear in the publication’s title
or abstract. The key concept was gener-
ously interpreted. If the same words,
phrases, or project titles appeared in both
presentation and publication citation, it
was considered a match. If more than
one publication fit the criteria, each was
recorded. Likewise, if more than one pre-
senter appeared to have published on the
key concept of the presentation, they were
all recorded. Thus, it was possible for
four members of a panel to individually
publish on the topic presented, yielding
four publications.

Panels are complex and require care-
ful review. There were forty-one panels
with 151 presenters, an average of 3.7
presenters per panel. Thus, a panel had
three to four times as many potential op-
portunities to result in a publication. Each
of the four panelists, for example, could
have published work derived from his
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or her panel presentation. To reduce the
potential for a disproportionate number
of publications per panel session, the
number of presentations given by a panel
was considered. For each of the forty-one
panels, its members and abstract were re-
viewed. If the panel consisted of commit-
tee, task force, or special project members
reporting on their work, it was counted
as a single presentation. Likewise, if the
panelists were from the same institu-
tion and were presenting on a specific
project, it was counted as one presenta-
tion. On the other hand, if the panelists
represented different institutions and the
abstract indicated different viewpoints, it
was counted according to the number of
institutions. For example, a four-member
panel from two different institutions was
counted as two presentations. Using this
method, eighty-one panel presentations
were identified.

Ninety-six speakers, or 24 percent,
were not listed as published authors in
any of the three databases. Another 157
speakers, or 39 percent, appeared in at
least one, but their publications were
clearly not related to their presentations.
Finally, 148 presenters, or 37 percent, were
found with 171 matching publications."”
Any publication that had the same key
words or phrases was accepted, favoring
more rather than fewer matches.

To reduce the potential bias in the
identification of matches, three librar-
ians were asked to independently assess
the relevance of publication to presenta-
tion."® Each librarian was given a list of
presentations with matching publica-
tions. The presentation entry was taken
from the program. It included the title,
presenter(s), and, if available, the abstract.
(Abstracts are not provided for poster
sessions or roundtable discussions.) The
related publications included similar
information. For 67 percent of the presen-
tation—publication pairs, all three of the
librarians agreed that the publication was
related or not related to the presentation.
For 24 percent, one of the three librarians
did not see a match between publication
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and presentation. For the remaining eight
percent, only one saw a match. If two
librarians identified a publication as rel-
evant to the presentation, it was included
in the analysis. This resulted in a final list
of 122 speakers having 141 publications
related to their conference presentation.

For these 141 publications, refereed
publications were identified using Ulrich’s
Directory of Periodicals. In addition, the
number of months between presenta-
tion and publication was calculated for
every publication. When a presenter had
multiple publications related to his or her
presentation, the first one after the confer-
ence was selected when calculating the
time to publication. Seasonal or quarterly
publications were treated as published
every three months. Winter was recorded
as January, spring as April, summer as
July, and fall as October.

Findings

Of the 256 presentations at the Ninth
ACRL Conference, thirty-four, or 13
percent, were subsequently published in
refereed journals. (See table 2.) By a small
margin, panels were the most likely to
result in a publication. Nineteen percent
of the forty-one panels achieved one sub-
sequent publication. Seventeen percent of
the papers, 10 percent of the roundtables,
and 6 percent of the posters achieved
publication. The slightly high number of
panel publications was attributed to the
number of panelists.

Some proportion of all presentations
was subsequently published in refereed
journals. Panels and papers were more
likely to be published than roundtables
and posters. When the rate of panel pub-
lications is adjusted for the number of
presentations per panel session, panels
remain higher than papers, but only by
two percent. Thus, the initial hypothesis
was not supported. Contributed papers
did not result in a greater number of
publications than other formats. Yet,
because of their more rigorous require-
ments, panels and papers are published
more often than other format. Given the
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TABLE 2
Ninth ACRL Postconference Refereed Publications per Presentation
Average
Time to
Format Presentations | Publications | Percentage | Publication Range
Papers 54 9 17% 26 months 5-55
months
Panels 81%* 15 19% 17 months 1-51
months
Posters 48 3 6% 19 months 11-26
months
Roundtables 73 7 10% 22 months 2-45
months
Total 256 23 13% 21 months 1-55
months
*There were forty-one panel sessions. Nineteen panels represented a committee or a single institution.
Twenty-two panels had members from different institutions. Eighty-one presentations were given in
the forty-one panel sessions.

preparation required of poster sessions, it
was thought that poster presenters would
be more likely to publish than discussion
leaders. It is unclear why roundtables
were published slightly more often than
poster sessions, but, again, the difference
isnot large. These findings may be unique
to this conference. It would be beneficial
to replicate this study for other ACRL
conferences.

As shown in table 2, the average time
to refereed publication was twenty-one
months after the conference. Papers took
twenty-six months on average. Panels
took seventeen months, posters nineteen
months, and roundtables twenty-two
months. This disproved the second hy-
pothesis. Papers took the longest time to

be published in refereed journals. Post-
ers and roundtables were closer to the
average, and panels took the least time.
One explanation for papers taking the
longest time may be that they alone were
included in the conference proceedings.
Completing the required 1,800- to 2,500-
page manuscript for the proceedings may
have delayed its further development into
a refereed article. Overall, the average of
twenty-one months does not seem long
in light of the length of the peer review
process and the delays necessitated by a
backlog of accepted articles. Indeed, it ap-
pears that many ACRL presentations were
sent to ajournal shortly after presentation
with little or no revisions as a result of
conference feedback. A survey of all pre-

senters to determine if the

publication was enhanced

TABLE 3
Ninth ACRL Preconference Refereed
Publications per Presentation
Format Presentations | Publications | Percentage
Papers 54 8 15%
Panels 81 4 5%
Posters 48 4 8%
Roundtables 73 5 7%
Total 256 21 8%

by the presentation would
verify this.

As reported in other
studies, a number of relat-
ed publications appeared
prior to the conference.
Twenty-one presentations,
or eight percent, had prior
refereed publications. (See
table 3.) All eight of the
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TABLE 4

Presentations

Refereed Journals Publishing Ninth ACRL

panelists had previously
written in a nonrefereed
publication.) Given this low

Journal

Frequency number, it is questionable

College & Research Libraries

whether past publication is

13 a consideration in selecting

Journal of Library Administration

panel members.

Information Technology & Libraries

Combining the pre- and

Journal of Academic Librarianship

postconference publica-

The Reference Librarian

tions, fifty-five sessions,
or 21 percent, appeared

Against the Grain

in refereed journals. Most

Library Resources & Technical Services

publications appeared in

Science & Technology Libraries

the “core” library journals."
As one might expect, the
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papers published before the conference
appeared ten or fewer months before the
event. This is important. The proposal
deadline for papers was June 1998, ten
months before the conference. Thus, these
papers had not appeared in print at the
time of submission (a requirement for
submission). The number of prior publi-
cations was smaller for the other formats.
Previous refereed publications were iden-
tified for four panels, four posters, and
five roundtable presentations. Finding
only four prior publications for panelists
was unexpected. In creating a panel, one
often recruits librarians with expertise
on the topic reflected by a publication
record. For this conference, only four of
the 151 panelists had written a refereed
article on the topic within the five years
preceding the conference. (Another four

largest number, thirteen
presentations, appeared in the ACRL
publication, College & Research Libraries.
Seven appeared in the Journal of Library
Administration, five in Information Technol-
ogy and Libraries, and five in the Journal
of Academic Librarianship. Three publica-
tions appeared in Against the Grain, two
in Library Resources & Technical Services,
and two in Science & Technology Libraries.
The remaining fourteen were published in
fourteen separate titles. (See table 4.)

A number of presentations also were
published as chapters in books or proceed-
ings or in professional journals, technical
reports, or other publications. As noted
above, the Ninth Conference Proceedings
published all conference papers, but not
other formats.?” Seventeen presentations
had nonrefereed postconference publica-
tions, and seventeen preconference publi-

TABLE 5

Ninth ACRL Refereed and Nonrefereed Publications,
Pre- and Postconference

Non- Non-
Refereed Refereed refereed refereed All Related
Postconference Preconfer- Postconfer- | Preconfer- | Publications
Format Presentation (%) ence (%) ence (%) ence (%) (%)
Papers 54 9 8 4 5 48
Panels 81 15 4 5 4 35
Posters 48 4 3 4 29
Roundtables 73 7 5 5 4 29
Total 256 13 8 7 7 35
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cations appeared in such outlets. In total,
88 of the 258 presentations, or 35 percent,
appeared as a publication, either before
or after the conference, in a refereed or
nonrefereed outlet. (See table 5.)

Discussion

Presentations differ from publications.
“The task of preparation of a scientific
or technical paper for presentation to a
conference, or inclusion in a proceedings
volume, is a different chore than that in-
volved in writing for journal literature.”*!
Likewise, subsequent publications may
be altered and enhanced by the confer-
ence experience.”? Asking speakers if they
published their presentation, or if their
presentation was based on previous pub-
lications, may provide different results
than those found in this study. Yet, few
studies have surveyed presenters.” The
methodology used for this study is more
common. It also duplicates the search
process of someone wanting to learn more
about a presentation.

If we seek to confirm publication
of a paper, armed with the author’s
name and a good idea of the subject
described, we should be able to
identify it amongst literature that
lies within reasonable proximity to
the core literature of that subject.
If we still cannot find an item with
comparative ease, then we can
only conclude that, if published at
all, it must be so remote from the
mainstream literature of the subject
that it can be ignored for practical
purposes.?

Previous studies have concentrated on
the fate of conference papers (not other
formats). This study found that 17 per-
cent of the papers presented at the Ninth
ACRL Conference were subsequently
published in refereed journals. (See table
1.) This is similar to Drott’s findings that
only 13 percent of papers given at the
ASIS conference were published. Drott
consequently questioned the traditional

model of scientific communication in
which the presentation presumably
precedes publication. Instead, he sug-
gested that we should view the confer-
ence presentation as a “final product” in
itself.” If we accept the presentation as
the final product, however, much of the
information presented at a conference
is lost. As this study showed, presenta-
tions are seldom published in refereed
journals, 21 percent at the conference
studied here. This should be a concern
for the profession. A presentation that
is published reaches a wider audience
than just conference attendees. As Scott
Walter writes, “Presentations provide
an opportunity to lay the groundwork
for publication: articulating a significant
question for research or practice; propos-
ing an answer to that question; finding
an audience interested in hearing your
answer; and, effectively outlining your
argument.”?

Presuming the appearance of a paper
in a refereed journal is indicative of its
quality as research, we can compare the
findings of this study with the level of
research Coughlin and Snelson (1983)
and Snelson and Talar (1991) reported for
the first four ACRL conferences. Because
these earlier studies looked only at papers,
contributed papers given at the Ninth
ACRL Conference alone are considered
here. The level of research as identified
by publication in a refereed journal was
higher for the Ninth ACRL Conference, 32
percent (combining pre- and postconfer-
ence refereed publications), than for the
first four ACRL Conferences, 18 to 30 per-
cent. Based on all these studies, it appears
that less than one-third of the papers meet
research standards. Snelson and Talar
suggested that the ACRL conference is not
the only outlet in which librarians present
their research.” Indeed, research is also
presented at the Association for Library
and Information Science Education An-
nual Conference, the Library Research
Seminar, and the Special Libraries Asso-
ciation Annual Conference, to name only
three. It would be interesting to examine
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the fate of presentations given at these
conferences to learn if they have higher
rates of publication.

Conclusion

This study found that 13 percent of all pre-
sentations given at the Ninth ACRL Con-
ference were subsequently published in
refereed journals. Papers and panels were
more likely to be published (18%) than
posters or roundtables (8%). When one
takes into account preconference as well
as postconference publications, papers
are the most likely to be published. Thus,
the hypothesis, that the more rigorous the
submission requirement, the likelier its
publication, is supported in this study.
In addition, this study found the time to
publication was short, less than two years.
Along with the number of related publica-
tions that appeared before the conference,
this suggests that speakers present—and
the audience hears—completed research
not research in progress.

The proportion of presentations in
refereed journals has been viewed as in-
dicative of a conference’s scientific merit.
Studies of the fate of presentations at
medical and scientific conferences found
that between 26 and 74 percent achieve
publication. These rates are much higher
than the rate reported for ACRL (13%).
When we consider preconference publi-
cations and subsequent publications, 21
percent of all presentations at the Ninth
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ACRL Conference were published in
refereed journals. Equating a conference’s
merit with the subsequent publication
rate of its presentations is based on a
classic model of scientific communica-
tion. This model views conferences as a
preliminary step to research publication.
Some have questioned whether the only
value of a conference is the communica-
tion of research findings.?® Conferences
also provide opportunities for self-im-
provement, to exchange experiences, to
discover new ideas and suggestions for
improving practice, and to socialize with
colleagues.” These are important, but the
communication of new research is among
the most important for any profession.

Presenting completed research or re-
search in progress enhances the scientific
merit of the conference. Publication of
library presentations contributes to the
scientific foundation of the profession
and broadens the research base upon
which librarianship is built.*® Without
publication, most of the information
presented at the ACRL conferences is
lost. Proceedings publish only papers and
not other formats. The ACRL conference
presentations do not appear in Library
Literature Index, Information Science
Abstracts Plus, or ERIC. To save this in-
formation and to build on our knowledge
base, presenters should be encouraged to
further develop their presentations into
publications.
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