The Institution of Engineering and Technology
LOCAL NETWORK EVENTS
Collective inspiration

Public debate on a hot topic

This event is designed to engage a wider audience of
non-IET members, whether they are already involved
in the fields of Science, Engineering or Technology,
simply have a passing interest or curiosity, or are
somewhere in between.

Other ways of holding a discussion would be to have
two opposing speakers on a topic or to hold a court
room style interrogation whereby each side can cross
examine ‘evidence’ from their ‘opponent’.

Fitting into the IET corporate ambition
It uses a ‘Question Time’ style format with questions
put to a panel of experts and allows scope for other
views to be contributed by the audience. The meeting
will be themed.
For this particular example, the theme of the
discussion and debate will be around mobile phone
masts and the effects of the science and technology
behind them. However, this subject is used merely
as an example of how to organise such an event. As
LNs develop different ideas for content for debates
and discussions, we can share them around using the
Events in a Box approach.

The aims of the event are:
■	to showcase the IET and provide an opportunity to
explain its role to non-members
■	to help more people to have a general interest in
the fields of SET
■	to stimulate thought and contribute to
wider knowledge
■	to encourage more people to study, and
subsequently work in, the fields of SET
■	to recruit new members
■	to fulfil the IET’s charitable obligations.

Using the LN event Framework
A topic such as phone masts needs careful handling
because it evokes strong emotions in some, and there
remain public safety concerns, which can lead to local
action groups often opposing new masts. Care must
be given not to provide a political platform for either
side of any contentious debate.
From the perspective of the IET and a LN, we would
want to approach this subject from a scientific point
of view whilst linking the science and technology to
the real world. We would like to provoke thought and
to educate the audience in some way as a result of
the debate. That means how they work, what they do,
how they are used, where the potential problems arise,
possible impacts on health, alternative technologies
available and even societal impacts of mobile
communications using phone masts.

There are ten steps to putting on any LN event.
This Event in a Box follows these steps:
1.	Decide what the LN wants to achieve from the event
2.	Decide who you want at the event in order to
achieve the desired outcome
3.	Choose the content for the plenary session that
will encourage the correct people to attend
4.	Decide what the volunteers have to do during the
event to achieve their outcome
5.	Keep on top of the money side of things
6. Set up the event
7. Market the event
8. Ensure the event goes well
9. Follow up where appropriate
10. Evaluate and learn
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1.

Decide what the LN wants to achieve
from the event

The primary desired outcome of this event is to
increase people’s interest in SET, as well as tap into
their existing interests. Equally important is the aim to
encourage a higher proportion of younger people to
consider a career in SET.
There are subsidiary aims as well:
■	to showcase the IET and position it at the heart of
the future of the fields of SET
■	to recruit more members
■	to develop relationships with partner organisations
as appropriate
■	to recruit more volunteers and activists from
existing members
■	to enable the LN to create some positive local
media coverage
■	to educate members of the audience and provide
them with new, interesting perspectives.

2.

Decide who you want at the event in
order to achieve the desired outcome

The main outcome of this event is overtly aimed at
non-members of the IET. It would work well with a
mix of members and non-members, perhaps in the
ratio of 1:2. Therefore, the audience could be built by
encouraging each member to bring up to
4 guests, for example.
You may also be able to draw an audience as a
direct result of the theme – in this case, perhaps
from companies involved in mobile communications
technology in some way and who are in the LN
catchment area.
Depending on the content it may be possible to draw
a completely untargeted audience by using editorial
coverage in the local media. This topic is likely to
draw a crowd, and certainly would command local
media attention if there was a contentious phone mast
planning application locally. However, it might be that
the audience in such an instance was more likely to
be opposed than in favour, and the dynamic of the
meeting might be adversely affected.

It is often best to think about your possible channels of
communication in order to invite potential audiences,
and look for groups that have common characteristics
or typologies, around which you could build an event
and a marketing effort.
This kind of event gives you a real chance to start or
continue a relationship with suitable partners locally.

Choose the content for the plenary
session that will encourage the
correct people to attend

3.

The centrepiece of this event will be the ‘Question
Time’ style discussion.
It is recommended that the panel is 4 or 5 strong,
along with a Chair to oversee proceedings. Panel
members could be drawn from people with the
following perspectives on the subject:
■	the science and technology behind mobile
communications (there may be 2 or 3 different
areas to cover here)
■	the medical/physiological impact of mobile
communications technologies
■	researchers into the technology and science of
mobile communications
■	companies involved in the field (mobile phone
operators possibly)
■	elected representatives (e.g. MP, councillor, MEP,
MSP, MWA, GLA)
■	pressure groups (either for or against, but be careful).
The Chair of the discussion is likely to be from the LN,
although a local ‘celebrity’ (in the broadest context of
that word) could be used.

Decide what the volunteers have
to do during the event to achieve
their outcome

4.

Before and after the talk, LN members are expected
to circulate and mix with the attendees, chatting with
them about the discussion and, of course, some of
the wonders of technology. Before the talk, they will
set expectations about the event still to come, and
afterwards they can refer to relevant, interesting points
from the talk.
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In both instances they would be expected to convey
the notion that:
■	scientists, engineers and technologists are the
people responsible for making everything in the
talk a reality
■	through their work, and that of many engineers,
scientists and technicians like them, IET members
have created our improved past, and they are
shaping the future
■	IET members are at the forefront of today’s
innovations and are helping to find solutions to
tomorrow’s problems.
As ever, whenever the opportunity arises, volunteers will
be expected to recruit at the event as well as explain
and provide information. Volunteers are needed for
specific tasks, too. All existing members helping at the
event will have name badges for identification.

5.

Keep on top of the money side
of things

Set a budget and monitor expenditure against it. It’s
a basic rule, and always worth following. You can of
course learn for the future by monitoring expenditure
and costs, along with results, for every event. Financial
aspects of events are always measurable.
The main costs here will be:

Venue hire
For this event you will need a sound system with
microphones for each speaker. You are likely to need
at least one microphone for audience use. A second
would be better as it reduces delays and keeps up
momentum and continuity.
A good relationship with a partner organisation may
mean venue costs are reduced or even free. An overt
subsidiary aim of one of your events could be to foster a
relationship with a particular individual or group in order
to gain future access to a good venue at reduced rates.

Refreshments
Consider how extensive any refreshments have to
be in order to attract repeat audiences. For this

event perhaps a cup of tea or coffee on arrival, and
then cold drinks afterwards, maybe with canapés to
encourage people to stay longer, allowing for greater
opportunity to work the room.
Experience will show you how best to keep to budget
and keep costs down. Monitor how much food is left at
each event and adjust future orders accordingly.

Speaker’s out of pocket expenses
These should always be offered – that’s just common
courtesy and respect. Often that is the difference
between a speaker being willing to help out you, or
another LN, again in the future. Very often, anyway,
the speaker will decline to accept any expenses.
In this case though, there are several speakers
potentially to be reimbursed, some of whom may have
travelled a fair distance, and may even need overnight
accommodation.

Publicity materials
These could include:
■	flyers and posters for workplaces, educational
establishments or at the venue itself
■	letters produced and sent out or hand delivered
■	bought advertising, for example in a community or
trade magazine or a local newspaper.
Of course, it is always hoped that extensive use of free
media will be made, but it should be recognised that
some costs are inevitable, and if paying for something will
get proven results, this should be encouraged.

Set up the event
Practicalities here revolve around both the
venue, and especially securing speakers.

6.

Venue
You will need a venue with a room large enough to
seat the desired audience, with audio facilities so
that everyone can hear. In particular, this room must
be laid out to accommodate a top table for 5 or 6,
ensuring that sight lines for the audience are good for
this arrangement.
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You will also need a second room for the networking
sessions, where refreshments can be served if appropriate.
School assembly halls are often ideal for this kind of
meeting, and are readily available for hire. However, it
may be difficult in such a venue to have one area large
enough for networking before and after.
Audio equipment is vital. Each speaker must be able
to be heard easily, and without having to shuffle
microphone stands around. Keep the image of BBC’s
Question Time in your mind when setting this event up
– we are aiming to put on a localised version of that,
albeit with much more limited resources.
Each questioner must be able to be heard by everyone.
That means having at least one microphone, if not two.
These could either be hand held or at fixed positions.
Control of these microphones is vital to ensure that the
meeting cannot be hijacked from the audience.

Speakers
There are a number of ways to secure speakers and it
is likely that you will have to deploy all of them in some
way in order to get a full panel.
The first starting point is from within your own LN and
its membership. There must be at least one LN around
the world that has speakers capable of being included
on such a panel.
Next, go to your address books. Who do you know?
Who do the other LN members know? Who can
they get to through a friend of a friend, or business
contacts? Get your networks working – after all,
networks are part of what the IET is famous for.
There is also the centrally-held list of speakers, subjects
and locations. This will grow over time as various LNs
put on different events and find new speakers. TPNs
should also be approached for speakers.
After that, it is simply a matter of logic and a telephone.
If you need someone to represent the companies
operating in the field, gather their phone numbers and
ring them up. Ask to speak to the PR, Public Affairs,
Community Relations, Corporate Social Responsibility

or Corporate Affairs departments. You will certainly find
someone who will start to engage with the idea. You
may have to phone more than one company, and you
may have many irons in the fire during the early days
of finding speakers. It is always better to end up with
too many speakers than too few. You don’t have to use
them all, and once they’ve said yes once they’ll say
yes again, so keep them on file. Don’t forget to pass on
good contacts to the central list so that every LN has the
chance to put on good events.
If you want someone to speak on the medical aspects
of the technology, approach the PR departments of the
large medical bodies (e.g. BMA) or your local NHS Trust
or Primary Care Trust, for example. Unions representing
medical staff are often helpful with speakers.
It really is about picking up the phone, ringing someone
and then having a chat with a view to asking for help.
The clever bit is in thinking who would be good to call,
and then tracking down contact details for them.
The Chair of the event is crucial. They will keep control
of the audience and make sure that each speaker is
allotted a fair amount of time and behaves properly. The
Chair is likely to be a LN member, and if so, make sure
they are chosen for their skills at managing the audience
rather than for their position within the committee.
Chairing this debate is about putting on a good,
informative and enjoyable event for the audience.
However, it might be possible to secure the services
of an experienced chair or presenter – perhaps a
radio show host or other local celebrity. These kinds
of openings normally come through people’s address
books and asking favours of friends etc., but who
knows what you might find once you start looking?
Once you have agreement from your speakers, follow
it up with written confirmation – either by letter or
email. Let them know who else will be on the panel
and the format of the event, plus timings, likely
audience numbers, venue details and directions. Find
out if they need accommodation and how they’ll be
travelling. Make sure you have contact phone numbers
(including a mobile for the day) and speak again in the
2 or 3 weeks leading up to the event and then do a
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final check a few days before. Make sure too that you
speak early on the day of the event.

7.

Market the event

This should be a ticket only event, which
gives some measure of control over the
audience. It means working hard to get commitments
to attend.
Existing members are an obvious way to build an
audience for LN events. As this event is overtly aimed
at non-members of the IET, tickets for this event
should only be allocated to members who will bring
non-members with them. They should be encouraged
to bring up to 4 non-members with them.
To build an audience, it is best to think about your
possible channels of communication in order to invite
potential audiences, and look for groups that have
common characteristics, or typologies around which
you could build an event and a marketing effort.
A charge per ticket could be made. It shows that this
is a slightly different, perhaps more prestigious event.
Plus, by making a payment the ticket holder is much
more likely to attend, because they have made a
financial commitment.
The ticket price can offset the costs and contribute to
the refreshment quality. A fee of £2 – £6 is probably
reasonable if you choose to charge. If you can build in
an incentive to bring along more non-members then
even better.
It might also be worth leafleting an area within the
vicinity of the venue, especially if it is being held in a
community facility. Delivery companies charge around
£40 per thousand for a door drop.
Also, use publicity materials inside any partner
organisations (e.g. Business Partners, University
Engineering Society, Chamber of Commerce, local
SMEs, Business Parks or Industrial estates, other
educational establishments or community groups).
The online Marketing Toolkit has templates to help
with this, and your Regional Coordinators can provide
further advice and guidance on marketing events.

This particular topic is likely to generate media
coverage, especially if handled well. The Stevenage
Communications team is available to help, and has
produced guidance for LNs to make better use of local
media channels.
It would also be worth contacting local radio stations.
Phone the station and ask to be put through to the
production team for the programme you are targeting.
Have a chat, and suggest that someone visits the
studio to give a flavour of the event on air. It may even
be possible to get a local radio station to partner with
you for the event, especially if it is about an important
local issue. They may host the event, publicise it a
little and even broadcast some or all of it – they may
certainly like to report on it.
This may also be an event for which paid advertising
on radio or in print may help. If you follow this route as
part of your marketing mix then seek advice from the
Marketing Team at Stevenage. In any event, make sure
that the advert has information about how to get a ticket.

Ensure the event goes well
It is vital to keep control of the questions in
order to keep control of the meeting.

8.

The best way to do this is to ask the audience to fill
in a question card before the debate starts. Hand out
cards on arrival, and have people circulating to hand
out more, encouraging them to be filled in and also to
collect completed ones. Have plenty of question cards
around the room – and plenty of IET pens too.
Collecting cards performs a number of functions. You can:
■	see the popular questions or areas of interest/
concern and make sure they are tackled during
the meeting
■	avoid questions that are unhelpful to the smooth
running of the event and the enjoyment of the majority
■	find interesting questions that may have been
missed by calling questioners randomly
■	make sure questions that elicit certain important
points in relation to the subject area are asked
■	identify the questioners in advance, and make
sure you know what they are expected to ask
■	gather contact details for follow up communications.
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It is up to you whether to share the questions with the
panel in advance. Ultimately you want an interesting,
stimulating and informative discussion that helps to
educate the audience and helps them to understand
the subject from different areas. Whether that outcome
is more or less likely as a result of the panel knowing
the questions 10 minutes in advance is up to the
organiser of the event at the time.
You will need 2 or 3 people to sort through the
questions just ahead of the start and to help decide
the questions to be used.
You also need one person in charge of each of the
audience microphones being used. If they are hand
held, they must never be handed over to the audience
speaker, whether asking a question or making a
comment if asked by the Chair. If you do, you risk
them dominating the event for a while as they have
their hands on the tool most needed for that, and it is
very hard to wrestle it off them in such circumstances.
Ideally, the volunteer should always hold the mike in
front of the audience member’s mouth for them so
they can speak into it – but never let go of it.
The alternative is to have microphones on stands at
fixed points so the member of the audience physically
walks to it. Again, there must be a volunteer standing
over that microphone at all times. This is fine for the
question being asked at the start of each section,
but not so convenient for any passages of general
audience comment or contribution to the discussion.
It goes without saying that someone has to be always sat
at the mixing desk prepared to mute any microphone that
is in the wrong hands or is being abused.

are heard. Decide the ground rules in advance and
make sure all panellists know them. However, be
flexible during the debate. It’s about giving a good
experience to the audience and helping to inform them
rather than sticking to the letter of the law. Keep that
notion in mind always.
There may be times when the Chair has to referee if
things ever get heated, or if people start talking over
each other. Humour always works well here – for
instance, Bruce Forsyth used a referee’s whistle to great
effect in Strictly Come Dancing, to stop the squabbling
panellists talking over each other. An imposing manner
or presence is always helpful for the Chair.
It may also be necessary for the audience to be
calmed at points too. The main weapon here is
control over the microphone. Also, the vast majority of
participants will be at such an event for an interesting
evening – not to cause a disturbance, so they will be
on the Chair’s side in such an eventuality.
You will also have LN volunteers around the room who
can intervene if necessary – but this is all very unlikely.
Always be prepared, but never expect it. That way you
can take charge without subconsciously creating the
climate in which it may happen.

People
One person must be in overall charge of running
the event. This must not be one of the speakers, as
they must be able to concentrate on making the whole
event run smoothly and be available to make decisions
and be flexible about the running of the event.

Questions
Chairing the meeting
By and large the event will run itself. Almost everyone
knows the format by now and will follow the accepted
rules. The Chair will rotate the order that panellists
answer, and give opportunities as appropriate to the
audience to contribute.
One job of the Chair is to give everyone a fair amount
of time so that all views, comments and perspectives

You will need:
■ two or three people to sift and sort questions
■ one person to control each audience microphone
■	one person at the mixing desk to control
volume levels on each microphone, especially the
audience one(s)
■	everyone to gather questions as soon as possible
after the start of the first networking session.
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Other volunteers

The Room(s)

The other most important other job is to network and
to interact with the audience, chatting about the event
content and the value of SET, but especially before the
event to encourage people to fill in questions.

You will need volunteers to help set up the room(s).
Consider signage, branding, speakers’ table, sound
system, putting out the IET information and setting up
chairs if the venue doesn’t do this. Make sure that there
is sufficient signage for the audience to find the venue
too, and that there are plenty of pens and membership
forms around the room. Once this work is complete,
these volunteers can join with circulating and recruiting.

This is an ideal kind of event to encourage more
volunteers to help out. They must wear IET name
badges and be able to encourage participants to come
to another IET event.
Additionally, some people need to be on stand-by to
ask questions or intervene in case the meeting ever gets
too contentious.

Refreshments
For this event, maybe a cup of tea or coffee on
arrival, and then cold drinks afterwards, perhaps with
canapés in order to encourage people to stay longer to
allow for greater opportunity to network.

Welcome desk
We would like to collect everyone’s contact details so
that we can invite them to future events. Have a number
of signing in stations, and have people circulating
collecting contact details. Be clear that we only want
them so we can invite them to future, similar events.
The information table must be in a different location
to the welcome desk, otherwise it will cause extra
congestion on arrival. We need people to arrive, sign in
and then move away to allow others to sign in.

Information table
The information table will only need 1–2 people to staff
it at any one time. Most of the explanation about the
IET will happen by the volunteers who are circulating.
The information table will simply be a place to collect
information from, rather than to stay and chat, and it
must always be staffed by at least one person so that
the IET appears welcoming.

Set up the networking/refreshment area to encourage
the audience to stand and interact. Try to organise it
so that people do not sit down immediately in the seats
they will use later. If people get seated too early they
tend to stay seated without moving and this makes it
harder for interaction and for our volunteers to move
among them to network, chat and to recruit.

Follow up where appropriate

9.

It would be nice to send a letter to every
attendee, simply expressing the hope that they
enjoyed themselves, found the event interesting
and stimulating and may be keen to attend a future,
similar event. Let them know that we’ll write with
future invitations.

Even if you don’t write immediately following the event,
it is to be expected that the participants will go onto a
mailing list for future events.
Also, follow up with volunteers. Send a note to discuss
their participation in the next planned event, call to
thank them, and to ask them to do something else.
Take care of your volunteers – with careful nurturing
they will grow and contribute much more.
Make sure you write and thank the speakers as well.
You may want to use them again, and it is almost
certain that other LNs will. Others will reap what you
sow, just as you will reap what they sow, so treat your
speakers well.
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10.

Evaluate and learn

The main point to share, which will make
future events better, is about the methods you used to
build an audience of non-members.
Monitoring the steps taken to publicise the event
– which ones worked, which ones didn’t – will be
invaluable to other LNs.
It’s also about the dynamic of the event, and how it
was managed and controlled. It’s important to learn
how to cope better with the questions, keeping control
and order so that everyone has an enjoyable time at
future events.
Keep an eye on the speakers and check who you’d like
to ask back again because they performed well, and
finally, be on the hunt for more good volunteers to help
the LN grow and thrive.
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