
Surviving the AAG: Our how-to guide for new attendees 
 

The AAG’s Annual Meeting typically draws out several thousands of geographers from 

across the country and further abroad, with multiple sessions being run concurrently at 

any one time. This can seem intimidating to even the most seasoned conference attendee. 

But this shouldn’t deter you. Instead, think of this as an opportunity to get yourself 

excited and motivated about a topic, whether it is related to your own research or 

something you’re interested in learning more about. A successful conference experience 

should leave you feeling charged up, with inspiration and new ideas for research. This 

guide will outline how you can get the most out of your AAG conference experience, 

describing steps you can take before, during and after the event.  

 

Before you go 
 

Know in advance what you want to get out of the event 

 

People attend conferences for many reasons. To help you determine why you’re attending 

the Annual Meeting, ask yourself: 

 

 Do I even want to network? 

 If so, do I want to do it in person or online? Or both? 

 Or am I going to this event primarily to learn from workshops and panels? 

 

Prepare 

 

Once you’ve established what you’re looking to get out of the conference, it’s important 

to put in some time strategizing how you might best achieve this. Because there is limited 

time between sessions (~20 minutes), and talks are spread out across multiple venues, it 

is acceptable to leave part way through a session to make it to your next event.  

 

The AAG publishes its preliminary program several weeks in advance of the conference. 

This preliminary program is subject to change as dates/times/venues are updated, but 

provides an overview of themes and topics you might be interested in. You can browse 

the program by presenter, keyword, title, or specialty group. The final program is 

generally available two weeks prior to the event.  

 

As you are going through the program, make a list of goals: 

 

 What topics are most important to you? 

 Is there anyone specific you hope to meet? 

 Who are your must-see keynote speakers? 

 

If you’re feeling particularly ambitious, find the individuals you’re most looking forward 

to connecting with and get to know them online. Follow them on Twitter. Talk with them 

on Twitter, if that’s something you’re comfortable with. Read their blogs. Knowing 

who’s who will help you feel more like an insider, and you’ll know enough about their 



work to spark a conversation should the opportunity arise. If there are one or two 

individuals you would like to meet, consider setting up a coffee meeting. Bear in mind 

that attendees are very busy at the meeting, so only arrange to meet someone if you feel 

you can get more out of a face-to-face meeting than an email correspondence.  

 

To access the preliminary program, see: http://www.aag.org/cs/annualmeeting/program  

 

AAG Mobile App 

 
The AAG has developed a mobile app that provides access to the searchable program and 

allows you to create your own schedule of events by adding your favourite sessions to 

your calendar, and keep up-to-date on any changes to sessions. You can also use the app 

to take notes during sessions and rate sessions. Networking features facilitate the sharing 

of schedules and exchanging contact information, integrating with other social media.  

 

The AAG San Francisco app has been available since early March 2016. The AAG also 

posts a few itineraries with special sessions and events for newcomers: 

http://www.aag.org/cs/annualmeeting/schedule_and_program/suggested_itineraries 

While you’re there 

Engage on terms you’re comfortable with 

When you’re at the event, remind yourself of the priorities you defined so that you don’t 

start beating yourself up for not being as social as everyone else seems to be. If you’ve 

decided that your main goal is not to meet people, but instead to listen and learn from 

workshops, focus on that. If you’re not comfortable with face-to-face conversations, 

follow the conference’s hash tag on Twitter and jump in if you have something to say. 

 

Orient yourself 

 

Get acquainted with your surroundings. Take some time to scope out the buildings before 

your first day of sessions—if you want to be really proactive, map out your routes. If 

you’re presenting make sure you find the room you’re presenting in beforehand. 

Volunteers in bright T-shirts are on hand to help you find where you’re supposed to be! 

 

Also important is to locate dining areas and review food options. The AAG does not 

provide food during the conference, so it is worthwhile knowing where the nearest coffee 

shop or lunch spot is for when you have a moment free.  If you’re pressed for time, coffee 

shops that are more than a 5-minute walk from the venue often have shorter queues than 

closer ones. Yelp (SF born!) is a valuable tool to locate nearby food and drink options.  

 

Thoughts on talking to strangers 

 

If one of your goals is to network, make sure you’re networking with people you don't 

already know. At conferences there is an urge to fall upon colleagues from your home 

http://www.aag.org/cs/annualmeeting/program
http://www.aag.org/cs/annualmeeting/schedule_and_program/suggested_itineraries


university. Resist this temptation, and use the conference to make “new friends”. Think 

of these as your potential future joint authors and research collaborators.  

 

The benefit of talking to strangers in a conference setting is that you have something in 

common with every single person in attendance: you’ve gathered together to learn about 

a common topic. This can help to make it easier to start a conversation by asking: “Have 

you gone to any really good sessions?” or “What talks are you planning to check out?” 

 

Make use of extracurricular activities. The AAG offers a number of different group 

events and excursions that present excellent networking opportunities in an informal way. 

 

Other tips for striking up a conversation: 

 

 Stay after your favourite session to meet the speaker 

 Visit the exhibition area and participate in the booth activities  

 Sit at a lunch table with a group of people you've never met 

 Talk to people in front of and behind you in lines 

 

Be aware that people are often running between sessions – If someone runs away from 

you it is almost always because they have committed to be somewhere else. Don’t let this 

stop you from following up with them by email or by trying again with other attendees. 

 

Pay Attention to Twitter 

 

Following and participating in the discussions happening on Twitter is another good way 

to get to know people in the community, and its research themes. If you’re not an active 

Twitter user, you can simply follow other attendees or speakers. Using the conference 

hash tag (#AAG2016) and tools like TweetDeck are convenient ways to stay engaged.  

 

To keep track of recreation and tourism-related tweets, follow the hashtag #AAGRTS. 

 

Keep a conference journal 

 

Whether you choose to do this on your computer or in a paper notebook, make sure you 

write down ideas and questions that occur to you throughout the event. This record of 

information will be invaluable should you choose to share your knowledge in some shape 

or form (e.g. presentation to lab group, blog post) when you get back home.  

 

When you get back home 
 

The most important thing to do post-conference is follow up. If you meet people you like, 

maintain the connection. Send follow-up notes and social media requests within a few 

days of the conference. Send questions to the speakers during or shortly after the 

conference— don't be afraid to give constructive criticism. 

 

Remember, the AAG is our biggest chance to connect each year – make the most of it! 



Special Advice for Students 
 

As with other first-timer conference attendees, the Annual AAG Meeting can be a bit 

overwhelming for students.  From choosing which sessions to attend, becoming involved 

with a specialty group, presenting your own research, and perhaps searching for a grad 

school program or a job, the AAG can provide many benefits for attending, but can also 

provide some unneeded stress in deciding how to prioritize your events and schedule.  As 

a student, you’ll want to get as much out of this opportunity as possible.  Here are some 

suggestions on how to get the most from your AAG experience: 
 

Volunteer  

There are a multitude of opportunities for volunteering at the conference.  You might 

help with registration, session room monitoring, directional staff, book exhibit staff or 

field trip assistance to name a few.  You never know who you’ll meet in your time as a 

volunteer.  You might meet a “famous” geographer at the registration desk or presenting 

their research in a paper session. You’ll also get to work side by side with students from 

other universities.  It’s a great way to make connections, and you get a free t-shirt too! 

 

Sign up for a field trip 

You have spent lots of time in the classroom, but seeing the concepts you’ve learned in 

the classroom in the field can greatly enrich your learning experience.  Field trips can 

range from urban neighborhood walking tours, to kayaking and hiking excursions, to 

wine tours and pub crawls!  Field trips are also another great way to meet people and get 

talk to them away from the busyness of the conference. 

 

Attend a specialty group meeting 
When you became a member of the AAG you were asked to join a specialty group based 

on your research interests.  While you probably stay up to date with this group(s) via 

newsletters and attending sessions the group sponsors, there is no better way to benefit 

from this membership than by attending the specialty group meetings.  Get to know your 

colleagues in your specific field, and just as importantly, let them get to know you! 

 

Attend a session that is outside of your interest area 
As a student, you are still discovering the many sub-fields in the academic discipline of 

geography.  One fun way to explore this is to attend a paper presentation that is not in 

your typical area of interest.  It might not open a new field of study for you, but it can be 

interesting to discover what other geographers do in their own subfields and research. 

 

Visit the Jobs in Geography Center 
The jobs center is a venue for job postings and offers a number of panel and paper 

sessions, career mentoring and workshops. Session topics might include preparing for 

and planning an academic career, non-traditional careers in geography, diversity in 

academia, working internationally and work/life balance.  Workshops might include GIS 

certification, professional writing, and resume writing.  Additionally, be sure to sign up 

for job notifications via the Jobs in Geography website: 

http://jobs.aag.org/home/index.cfm?site_id=15004 

http://jobs.aag.org/home/index.cfm?site_id=15004

