
SMBE Conference guidelines 
Abbreviations: 
LOC - Local Organising Committee 
SOC – Scientific Organising Committee 
PCO - Professional Conference Organiser 
 
Statement of Diversity:  SMBE has strong commitments to diversity. Organisers should 
place emphasis on diversity of participants, including gender and geographic, at every 
level of the meeting, including but not limited to the selection of plenary speakers, 
symposium organisers, and invited speakers. Please ensure that this criterion is 
considered throughout the organization of the conference. 
 
Size of conference:  The conference can currently be expected to have between 1,000 
and 1,500 delegates, although we have seen considerable fluctuations in this number 
depending on location (from 1000 to 1,500).  Organisers are advised to make two 
alternative plans for a smaller and a larger conference - i.e. make plans for a smaller 
conference but include options to expand if registration numbers seem to indicate the 
meeting will be large. This should happen at the same location with options for a larger 
auditorium to take the entire conference.  The conference attendance should be capped 
at 2,000.   
 
Scientific Organising Committee (SOC): The SMBE conference Scientific Organising 
Committee should include Local Organisers and one member of SMBE council. The role 
of the council member on the SOC is to make sure the conference organisers adhere to 
these guidelines. Additionally, one organiser of the meeting from a previous year and 
one organiser of the meeting for the next year should be included for the purpose of 
continuity. 
 
Structure of the conference:  The conference has the following characteristics: 
    Council Meeting: One council meeting to be held in a room that accommodates 
the council (10-15 members) and provides refreshments.  This meeting will usually take 
place the morning the first day of the conference, with the main conference starting in 
the late afternoon/evening with the reception and Nei lecture. 
    Plenary Lectures: There should be at least 3-4 Plenary lectures.  These lectures 
are attended by all delegates and usually last one hour.  One of these plenary lectures is 
the Nei Lecture, named in honour of Professor Masatoshi Nei and is given by the 
President of the society.  If possible, this lecture should be arranged near the beginning 
of the conference.  !SMBE has funds for this lecture to be published in MBE.  The other 
plenary lectures are invited by the LOC and the invitees are usually fully funded in terms 
of the registration fee, travel and accommodation by the meeting. Gender and 
geographic diversity is critical in the selection of plenary speakers. 

There is a separate Fitch Symposium. There may also be a separate symposium 
for recipients of the Allan Wilson, Margaret Dayhoff, Motoo Kimura, and Service Awards.  
Alternatively, these recipients should all be given the opportunity to give a lecture at the 
annual meeting if no special symposium for the awardees is organised. 
    Parallel sessions:  The usual structure of the conference is to have no more 
than 4 parallel sessions (fewer than 4 is OK).  The council has decided that if there are 
more than four parallel sessions then delegates feel they are missing too many talks and 
fewer parallel sessions would restrict the diversity of the conference.  Moreover, recent 
experience has shown that more sessions and/or more plenary sessions put the meeting 
into potential financial jeopardy.  The LOC should have a mechanism to ensure that 



concurrent sessions stay on time and try to minimize similarity of overlapping concurrent 
sessions. 
    Duration: The preferred conference length is at 3.5 days with the acceptable 
range from 3 to 4 days (not counting the day of the council meeting/reception). 

The LOC is encouraged but not required to organise Public Lectures on 
Evolution/Molecular Evolution either immediately before or immediately after the 
meeting. 

Venue: The conference venue should have at least one room that can hold at 
least 80% of delegates.  Past experience indicates that for the plenary talks it is 
expected that approximately 80% of the delegates will attend.  Therefore, it is preferable 
that there is a room to hold such a number.  If this is not possible, then there should be a 
facility to relay the plenary lectures to another room via video link, though this is not the 
preferred option.  The venue should additionally have enough rooms for all parallel 
sessions and these should be sufficiently large to accommodate approximately one third 
of the conference, given the difficulty in predicting the numbers of delegates that might 
wish to attend any given talk.  The rooms should be located within 1-2 min walk from 
each other and have seating or aisles arranged to facilitate movement between 
sessions. There should be a set-up room for speakers to check their presentations. The 
preferred presentation file format is pdf.  Apple and PC computers should be provided 
for presenters.  It is expected that the conference will provide morning coffee break, 
lunch on all days, and afternoon coffee breaks on each day, preferably with some small 
snack (fruit, cookies, pastry, etc.).  Please provide vegetarian/vegan options at 
receptions, meals, and breaks.  There should be a welcome reception on the first day 
and there should be an optional conference ‘gala’ dinner on one evening (the option 
being that delegates can choose to pay extra for this dinner or choose not to attend). 
Kindly ask the venue to refrain from using air freshener during the conference. Some 
participants are allergic to it and it exposes all participants to poor air quality. 
    Financing:  It is very important that the meeting is fully costed, with costs borne 
by the meeting and not by the Society.  A rolling budget should be set up with precise 
costings and with frequent updates on income and expenditure.  The Society will provide 
$100,000, which is the only funding promised by the Society.  While these funds can be 
made available at any time and used temporarily for other expenditures (such as 
reserving a venue), it is understood that the $100,000 will ultimately cover travel costs 
for 50 invited speakers.  In addition, in the event that a short-term loan is required for 
down-payments on the venue and suppliers, then such a facility can be arranged.  Be 
aware that this loan will be issued in US dollars and all currency change costs, as well 
as the danger of currency fluctuations, must be borne by the conference. 
    Registration:  On the meeting website, SMBE members need to have the 
opportunity to have discounted registration. The discount for SMBE members must be at 
least $30, but a higher differential between member and non-member registration is 
allowed.  In addition to listing a price for members and non-members, the registration 
page needs to link to the SMBE website to give conference delegates the opportunity to 
join SMBE.   Finally, while most registrants will use the website, there should also be a 
facility to register onsite.  Students and postdocs should be given a discounted 
registration rate as well; the discount should be larger for graduate students than for 
postdocs.  Students and postdocs should clearly indicate their student or postdoc status 
at registration.  This also determines eligibility for certain awards.  Maintain a participant 
database with student or postdoc status recorded (this is essential for determining poster 
award eligibility, for instance), abstract numbers and titles as separate entries, and email 
addresses, etc.  A participant list should also be provided in the web program. 



    Symposium structure: Recent conferences have settled on a structure where a 
‘unit’ of time is 15 minutes.  This means that contributed talks can be scheduled to last 
15 minutes, including time for questions (usually, 12 minutes for the talk and 3 minutes 
for questions and movement between rooms).  Invited speakers can then be allocated 
time slots of 15 or 30 min.  It is also prudent to advise symposium organisers that 
delegates frequently move between symposia, so it can be useful to allow one minute of 
moving time between talks within the allocated 15 minutes. It is also often helpful to 
assign symposia organisers 15 minutes to provide an overview of the study area at the 
beginning, but this is subject to time availability.  
    Contributed speakers:  Each symposium will decide its preferred speaker list 
from the list of contributed speakers.  It is best if a delegate is allowed to submit their 
abstract to more than one symposium (though logistically, it is probably best to restrict 
this to two symposia).  When the symposium organisers are given their list of delegates 
who wish to speak in their symposium, they can select their preferred list of speakers. 
 However, the exact details of this process are to be worked out by the SOC.  In the end, 
the SOC will match delegates and symposia and communicate to both the symposium 
organisers and the delegates the outcome of this process.  This decision should be 
reached no later than 3 months before the conference. 
 Limit of presentations per person: A person is limited to one oral presentation 
(either invited or contributed) for the entire annual SMBE meeting. If the same person is 
invited to several symposia, the person has a choice of in which symposium s/he would 
like to present. 

On-Site Child Care:  Organisers will arrange for on-site (in the same building as 
the conference) childcare, as this is an issue of great importance to the members of the 
Society.  SMBE will help defray the cost of childcare.  Please communicate early and 
often with the Society as to the costs, barriers and opportunities for child care. 
    Badges: Each delegate should have a badge.  In addition, it is desirable to have 
badges that clearly delineate Editors and Associate Editors of the journals as well as a 
separate designation for Council members. 
        Poster sessions:  Poster presenters frequently feel that they do not get ample 
opportunity to present their work, so it is important that each poster presenter is given 
enough time to talk to other delegates.  Poster sessions should have accompanying 
refreshments and each poster should have at least two sessions when they are available 
to be seen.  Although not always possible, it would be desirable to have sufficient space 
that all posters can be viewed throughout the meeting, so that participants (and poster 
judges) have plenty of opportunity for viewing. The website should also indicate when 
posters can go up. 
    Conference app:  A conference app should be made available in both iPhone 
and Android formats. The app should have an option via which any poster presenter 
should be able to invite another meeting participant to her/his poster. It is best if the app 
and files can be used offline, since many travelers do not have a data plan and some 
hotels charge exorbitant fees for wifi.  Wifi quality can also be unreliable at large meeting 
venues. Apps that let you create a personalized schedule are quite useful. 
    Presenter Information:  Each presenter should have clear instructions on where 
their presentation is going to be held, when they have been allocated a speaking time 
and how to upload their slides. 
    Evaluation form:  Each delegate should be invited to evaluate the conference, 
either using a paper form that can be dropped into a box on-site or an online form that 
can be filled in by each delegate. 



    Certificate of Attendance:  Many delegates will require a certificate of 
attendance for their home institutions or for funding agencies that might have 
underwritten their travel.  These certificates should be available at the conference venue. 
        Fitch Symposium: Graduate students and post-docs in their first year of their 
first post-doc are eligible to apply to present their work in the Fitch Symposium, which is 
a plenary symposium, again attended by all delegates at the conference.  A committee is 
convened each year by the Past-President to decide on the 8 talks from the submitted 
abstracts.  The President-Elect will moderate the Fitch Symposium.  The President will 
convene a committee to select the winner. 

 Conference Swag should be kept to a minimum to reduce environmental impact. 
 
 
Awards: SMBE provides several awards. Applications for these awards will be handled 
on the SMBE website and are not the responsibility of the organiser. However, the LOC 
should advertise these awards on its website (both the registration webpage and 
abstract submission form) and is asked to provide some help for the organization of 
these awards (details below):    
1.  Undergraduate mentoring and diversity program: 10 undergraduate and 
diversity awards are available each year to undergraduate students that submit 
abstracts.  The value of these awards is $1,500 to $2,000.  One or two SMBE 
Councillors assigned by the Council will take charge of this section.  It consists of finding 
a mentor for each student so that they can be guided through the conference and in 
addition, there is a dinner for all 10 students, their 10 mentors and the council members 
who organise the activity. The conference organisers should reserve 10 banquet tickets 
for the awardees (to be charged to SMBE) and liaise with the Councillors in order to find 
an appropriate restaurant for dinner. The registration fees of the awardees are to be 
charged directly to SMBE, so that students do not have to pay by themselves (the 
amount of registration cost being deduced from their award). The Councillors will send 
the list of awardees to the meeting organisers so that they can get registered.  All 
undergraduate awardees present their posters in the same poster session and next to 
each other. 
2.  Graduate and Postdoc Travel Awards:  SMBE provides graduate and postdoc 
travel awards, with an expressed purpose of enhancing gender and geographic diversity. 
 The awards are culled from applicants that have expressed a desire to be considered 
for such awards.  The Past-President, usually in conjunction with the SOC, will head a 
committee to determine the awards. 
3.      Child-Travel Awards:  Council will be enacting awards for travel for an 
accompanying child (children).  This award can also be used for procuring child-care at 
home (e.g., flying a grandparent to help at home while the delegate is at the meeting). 
Priority will be given to early career scientists (graduate students and postdocs). 
4.      Fitch Award:  The Council will appoint two separate committees, one to review 
the initial applicants to the Fitch symposium and another to determine the winner among 
the 8 finalists (see timing below).  Banquet tickets should be reserved for the 8 finalists 
(to be paid by SMBE). 
5.  Poster Awards:  The poster prizes will be decided by a committee convened by 
the Council and headed by the President-Elect.  Poster prizes consist of at least one 
Postdoc prize and at least one student prize. 
6.  Additional Awards:  SMBE has enacted additional awards that will be 
presented at the meeting.  No additional work will be required by meeting organisers, but 
it is important to keep in mind that the President and other Council members will need to 



award the Fitch Prize and a number of additional awards in front of meeting delegates. 
Preferably the best venue for this is the gala banquet. 
 
Approximate timelines: 

Initial website goes live: Last day of the conference of the preceding year.  This 
will provide information about the venue, opportunities for sponsorship, the composition 
of the organising committee, contact information for the conference organiser. 

Call for symposia opens: Call opens 10 months before the date of the 
conference and closes nine months before the date of the conference.  Symposium 
proposals should include a summary of the topic and why this topic is timely for the 
SMBE meeting. A list of already confirmed invited speakers (2 per symposium) should 
also be included. A call for symposia should indicate that if a symposium is selected, the 
invited speakers will have all or most of their registration fee, accommodation and travel 
covered by the conference (at the level of approximately $2,000 per invited speaker 
against receipts; adjusted reimbursement for intra- and intercontinental travel is 
allowed). These promises should be kept by the LOC under all circumstances. If there 
are two or more proposals on the same topic, the SOC has a choice of selecting one 
proposal or merging two or more proposals. Merging two or more symposia does either 
reduce the number of invited speakers that can be supported or the number of slots 
available for contributed talks. 

Call for Symposia closes: Call closes approximately 9 months before the 
conference. 

Selection of the Symposia: The symposia are selected by the SOC on the 
basis of proposals and depending on whether the same topics were subject to symposia 
at recent SMBE meetings. There should be approximately 20-30 symposia, reflecting the 
broad diversity of interests of the SMBE community, not simply the most popular topics. 
Additionally, the SOC is strongly encouraged to have an Open Symposium at which 
ground-breaking work not covered by the accepted symposia can be presented and 
potentially more student/postdoc talks are accepted. 
       Notification of successful Symposia: Approximately 8.5 months before the 
conference. 
       Registration opens: 8 months before the conference.  At this time, the titles of all 
symposia, as well as a short description of the symposia should be placed on the 
conference website.  The registration opening should be advertised to the society 
membership, on the society journals and through the social media, on EvolDir, etc. 
 Registration and payment for the meeting should be separate from Abstract submission.  
       Early Registration deadline:  The early registration deadline should be 5 months 
before the conference.  This deadline offers discount on the registration fee.  Past 
experience indicates that 50-75% of delegates will take advantage of this early 
registration deadline. 
       Selection of talks for Symposia and Fitch Prize:  
- Fitch Symposium, Abstract and travel award deadlines all occur at the same time. 
Abstracts are handled by Allen Press. All award applicants should be SMBE members. 
- Fitch finalists are selected first and present in a separate symposium.  
- Symposium organisers select abstracts for talks, taking diversity into consideration (it is 
good to include some graduate students and postdocs, and of course to take 
gender/geographic diversity into account).  A symposium organiser cannot select more 
than one talk from her/his own research group.  The SOC selects talks for the Open 
Symposium.  



- The SMBE-appointed committee selects the recipients of travel awards, with a 
recommended bias towards funding those selected to give oral presentations, keeping 
gender and geographical diversity in mind.   
- Symposium organisers will be given a deadline of talk selection that must be adhered 
to, no less than 2 weeks prior to council decision of travel awards. Council will take these 
decisions into account when awarding travel grants. Therefore, all talk decisions must 
occur 2-3 weeks prior to the deadlines for council to make award decisions. 
- Early bird Registration deadline happens next. 
 

Late registration deadline: The late registration deadline should be full cost and 
allows delegates to submit an abstract, though as an additional encouragement to 
register early, it might be stipulated that late abstracts can be considered only for poster 
presentations. 

Conference timetable:  The final conference timetable should be made publicly 
available as soon as possible, preferably at least two months before the conference. 

Timetable and conference program:  The entire conference program, complete 
with timetables should be made available for download to laptops or mobile devices. 
 The timetable should ideally be available in three formats: an “at-a-glance” format, 
simply detailing the session/symposia times and locations, a more detailed version with 
each speaker listed and finally a very detailed version with each speaker listed along 
with their abstract and all authors.  The online program should also contain all the 
logistical details for the conference. It is desirable to provide a printable conference 
program with concurrent sessions in columns and concurrent talks in rows to make it 
easy to choose a path. Be sure that all authors are visible in the complete program, not 
just the presenting author, since many people choose to attend a talk based on the lab 
or senior author. 
 
Meeting organisers are required to provide a summary document to the Council after the 
meeting, including the statistics of the meeting participants (gender, student/participant). 
 
 


