STARTING A LOCAL SAS USERS GROUP:

SOHE ISSUES AND GUIDELINES

Jim C. Knoop, Aetna r.ifp. Clnrl Casucclty Co,

TAKING THE FIRST STEPS

ABSTHACT

Your first step should be to verify there is not
already a users group either in. existence or in
the planning stages in your area. To this end,
you might want to contact the SAS Institute
directly. Assuming that the field is clea[',
your initial efforts should then be focused upon
two major obje~tiv@:R: to id@:ntify Hnd estHblisb
contact with your group's potential members; and
to make preparations for your first meeting.

Drawing upon the experiences of two New England
SAS users groups (Hartford and Boston), this
paper identifies major issues involved in starting a local SAS users group, and suggests several options and practical guidelines for addressing these issues.
Initially, the discussion is dire.:.ted to any
potential organizer(s) of a local users group.
in terms of the time and resources required on
their part, specific ways of reaching potential
members, and the necessary preparations for--as
well as the actual conducting of--the first meeting. Attention is then shifted to the decisions
facing the group as a whole. These include:
the group's objectives, structure and leadership; the frequency and format of meetings; variom; Rdmini~trative concerns and the question of
operating expenses,
Finally, several options
for subsequent meetings are presented I such as
varying presentation formats, forming specialtopic subgroups, organi2ing workshops and hosting social events.

Reaching Potential Members
The simplest way of reaching potential members
is to announce the formation of your group in
SAS Communications. Your request should be forwarded to:
Edi tor
SAS Communications
Box 8000

Cary, NC 27511
(919) 407-8000

Be sure to include your name, address, telephone
number, geographic area covered (Boston, San
Diego/Los Angeles. etc.) and special interest
topic limitations, if any (i.e" ePE).

Given the diverse nature of members' needs and
backgrounds, the structure and orientation of
emerging SAS users groups can be expected to
differ considerably.
However, the issues and
guidelines presented are relevant to all new
users groups, and should help a new group to
avoid undue floundering during its formative
stages.

Since SAS Communications is published on a quarterly basiS, there may be some delay between
you[' decision to start a users group and 'the
appearance of the announcement signaling its
formation. Also, since there are conceivably
many SAS users who do not receive this publication, this approach may l10t reach the full body
of your group's potential membership,

Dl'TRODUCTION
~~o

typically starts a local SAS users group?
If you are inclined to think that such an endeavor raUt:, excluslvely within the domain o[ highly
motivated, "take charge" individuals positively
reeking of leadership capabilities and experience. then you very well might be mistaken.
Charisma you don't need.
On the other hand,
commitment, time, persistence, a telephone, a
fixed address and a modest investment in postage
stamps are all illdi~pen~able prerequit>ite~. So,
if you find yourself eagerly
scanning
the
contents of SAS C:ommnnications. only to find
that an I'lnnOllnC'.ement of <'l n@:w Ilse!"R group in
your area is conspicuous by its absence. then
perhaps it is time to re-evaluate your own role
in the broader scheme of things,
If you seriously think that there is both a need and a potential for a users group in your area, and if you
can muster up the foregoing .resources, then you
are the one who should start the group. It's us
simple as that.
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To supplement this approach, then, yOll might
want to contact each SAS installation in your
area directly.
A list of all SAS installations
in your ~tate can be obtained from the SAS Institute.
Also, depending upon their policy, you
might alRo be Rble to obtain the names of the
technical
0[' educational r~presentatives for
each site.
Another option is to get in touch with other SAS
users whom you either know of or are acquainted
with. Within your own' company, for example,
your SAS coordinator ~ight be able to provide
you with the names of users. or at least with a
list of departments which use SAS.
Preparing for the First

~eeting

Hopefully, your own company will be able to provide the necessary facilities for the first meeting.
If not. then your first priority will be
to secure a commitment from another potential
member regarding a meeting site. As far as the
date is concerned. allow sufficient time for
area users to respond to your announcement, and

The following sections will let you know, in
practical terms, just what you are getting yourself into, and will provide guidelines for handling each of the major stepS along the way.

r
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for. you to compile information about the new
members (4 to 8 weeks should be sufficient).
Also. mid-week meetings held in the afternoon
s.eern to pose the fewest conflicts. From each
SAS user responding, then, oht.ain bot.h a mailing
address and a telephone number, since you will
want to mail announcements of the upcoming meeting to them as well as t.elephone to confirm
attendance.
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A means of establishing contacts
assistance in problem solving; and
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Length of meetings;
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meeting.
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Sample Survey Instrument
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for

experiences.

Also, the survey was used
concerning the following:

From a simple survey administered to new Hartford area SAS users, it was possible to generate
profiles for each member and to distribute these
during the first meeting (parts of the questionnaire used are shown in Figure 1). In an openended question, the survey instrument also elicited members' expectations regarding the new
·group.
Most
members
indicated
that they
expected the group to provide:

AllEA

A chance to meet other SAS users;

•

Other groups have found it useful to survey
their initial membership before the first meeting. This allows for an early grasp of the
group's composition in terms of the members'
backgrounds, interests and expectations,
and
al!'l.o el iminateH R good deal of "housekeeping"
tasks during the first meeting.
Also, members
attending can be provided with immediate feedback concerning the group as a whole.

H~RTFORD

•

\fuile all of the foregoing are not absolutely
necessary, it cannot be stressed enough that
with exten~ive preparation, the first meeting is
far more likely to flow smoothly, and to establish your group in the eyes of the new members
as a serious entity. fully capable of realizing
their expectations. This is particularly important, since the quality of the first meeting is
a major determinant of whether or not members
~ill continue to attend.

tially be one of welcome, and should orient the
membership to the fact they will be instrumental
in defining the evolving structure
of
the
group.
As a rule of thumb, when in doubt, stick
to the business at hand.
In group settings, individuals often manifest a
relentless tendency to gravitate towards people
whom they know~ This herding instinct will be
first and foremost reflected in the seating
arrangements: members from the same company.
for example, will tend to sit together. To
facilitate group interaction further down the
line, you might consider, during your opening
remarks, asking the group to physically reconfigure themselves so that nobody is seated next to
somebody they know. Since the ensuing shuffle
can have a rather disruptive effect on the proceedings, it is strongly suggested that you do
this as early in the meeting as possible.

THE FIRST MEETING

At this point, you have reached as many potential members as possible; reserved a site for
the meeting; mailed an announcement of the first
meeting to all putential members (including an
agend~,
directionH and parking inform~tion); and
confirmed by telephone their intent to attend.
If you have also surveyed the backgrounds, interests and expectation~ of potential members,
then
profiles of individual members as well as of th~
group as a whole should be generated prior to
the first meeting, for distribution to the memberShip at large.

Distribution of Group and Member Profiles
If you have prepared profiles for each member
responding to your earlier survey, then complete
sets of these profiles should be distributed to
each member attending. This will allow members
to review and correct their own profiles, and
will provide ea cn member with useful ref erence
materials concerning other members. Individuals
for whom no profile was generated should be given a copy of the survey instrument at this time.

Your own role in the first meeting could not be
clearer.
For even though you might not serve as
host (if your company cannot provide the meeting
facili ties), you will most definitely chair the
first meeting. Hence, despite the fact that you
might not be a master of oratory. much less comfortable with the prospects of speaking before
any group (however congenial), you must nevertheless be prepared to provide some introductory
remarks, as well as to guide the group through
the meeting's agenda.
The following
meeting:

i~

a

~ample

agenda [ur

your

Group profiles can be generated in many ways.
Typically, separate lists of names and telephone
numbers can be produced by such factors as company affiliation, by SAS product for members indicating extensive interest and/or proficiency, by
operating system under which SAS is run, etc.
Such group profiles will allow for a more efficient means of cross-referencing the individual
member profiles, and can be instrumental in identifying special interest subgroups within the
group.
A single profile showing the percent
distributions of responses to key factors in the
member profiles might also be of interest to the
group.

fir~t

•

Welcoming Remarks

•

Distribution of Group and Member Profiles

•

Introduction of Members

•

Presentation of Survey Results

•

Business Session

•

Coffee Break

•

Presentation(s)

•

Adjournment

Information from the survey which pertains to
the
new
group'R ocg;tnization and structure
should not be included on the individual member
profiles.
Also, the presentation and discussion
uf these latter resul~s should be deferred until
later in the meeting.
Introduction of Members
The best Yay for you to introduce individual
members to the group at large is to allow them
to do the honors themselves. Typically, this
proceeds in round-robin fashion until a point of
completion is reached. While such introductions
are without a doubt necessary, even the most
rudimentary attributes of the individual members
(i.e., their names) are rarely retained for more
than a brief moment by the group at large.
Above and heyond considerations of information
overload. this is largely due to the fact that
most members are distracted from listening by
the compelling need to mentally compose their
own introductions.

ObvioUH 1 y, there is nothing sacred about the
order of items in the preceding sample agenda.
It does represent, however, most of the key
items which should be covered during the first
meeting.
'\olelcoming Remarks
In terms of your introductory remarks, keep them
informal and hrief.
Yon might want to limit
your remarks to the salient experiences you
encountered in starting the group, and to briefly review the agenda. Your message should essen-
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Although necessary, then, these formal introductions are rarely a sufficient means of acquainting members with each other. There are ~everal
steps th~t c~n he tAken to further bolster the
"name recognition" factor for each member.
For
example,
if your seating arrangements allow
(Le., if tables are arranged in a rectangular
or V-shaped fashion to allow for eye contact),
then hand-printed name cards should be placed in
front of each member (first names printed in
large block letters are perfectly adequate, with
company
affiliation
noted below in smaller
print). Also, as chairperson of the meeting,
you should make a point of addressing members by
name each time they are recognized.
If name
cards are not feasible, then you might consider
constructing a crude seating chart while the
members are introdllci ng thernselvE'_S to the group.

by-laws and officers), then the "what" aspect of
the related question of leadership becomes merely a question of "whom." With an informal structure, however, the leadership question is slightly more complex. For example, a single coordinator might be elected for a fixed term. Or, each
meeting might be chaired by a representative of
the hosting company. In any event, responsibility for various "housekeeping" functions must
eventually be delegated to specific individuals
(i.e., maintenance of the member database, the
presentation material file; etc.).
Two points bear noting here. First, the purpose
of the business session is not to cast the
group's structure in bronze, as it were. After
operational considerations have been tended to,
do not create structure where it is not needed.
Indeed. the group should feel comfortable with
the prospects of changing such factors as the
frequency of meetings, etc. if conditions should
warrant it at a later point in time.

Presentation of Survey Results
The survey results to be presented here should
be limited to those items pertaining to the
organization's
structure
and
organization.
Therefore, depending upon the specific questions
asked in the survey instrument, this presentation might take the following form:
Question
1.

2.
3.
4.
5.

"Yes

Second, from your point of view (1.e., as the
prime mover), the first meeting represents a
transition from the SAS users group as your personal project to the SAS users group as a truly
collective entity. Be graceful whenever circumstances call upon y~u to relinquish control.

/I No

Presentationes)

Would you like the group
to be chartered (dup:s,
by-laws, officers, etc.)?

10

16

Should we meet during
business hours?

22

4

Should we meet during
the Summer months?

10

16

Would you be willing
to present a topic?

9

17

Would your company
be willing to host a
meeting?

22

4

It is the presentation(s), and not the organizational details, which will figure most prominently in each member's assessment of whether or not
the new group merits their continued participation.
Thus, for the first meeting you should
select topics which: a) are general or novel
enough to appeal to the broadest spectrum of
members' interests; and~) presuppose a proficiency level consistent with that of the largest
number of members. The section of the member
profiles pertaining to the availability. usage,
proficiency and interest for each SAS product
should prove to be indispensable in this regard.
For the first meeting, then, you might want to
consider topics such as the following:

Such a format, of course, can be modified to
accommodate
questions
with
more
elaborate
response categories--i.e., the frequency of meetings. the length of each meeting, etc. The
important point is that the presentation of
these results allows members to approach the
bu~ines8 session with a fairly good idea
of the
group's initial position on these matters.
Business Session
The purpose of the business session is to tentatively re!'lolve those que!'ltions pertaining to the
organization and structure of the group. Ultimately, however, a consensus needs to be reached
only with regard to the date of the next meeting9 the site of the next meeting, and the
topic(s) to be covered by the presentation(s).
In the extreme, this last item can be left open,
although it is not recommended that you do so.

•

Suggested Guidelines for SAS Coding:
Reducing Volume and Simplifying
Structure.

•

An Overview of Selected SUGI Supplemental
Library Procedures and Function!'l.

•

SAS Documentation: What the Current
Manuals Don't Tell You.

A good ~tratp:gy i~ to fi rst sel£·et a general
topic, and then ask three or four members to
address certain aspects of that topic.
This
will require quite a bit of aggressive "selling"
on your part. but in terms of the first presentations, keep in mind that it is ultimately a "you
or them" situation. You should stress to potential presenters that you are not looking for an
expert treatment of the topic.
Rather, they
should draw upon their own experiences with SAS,
and present examples of some of their more creative or non-standard applications. Be advised,

Many of the issu~s h~re are highly int~rrp:lat
ed. For example, if the group elects a formal
organizational structure (chartered 9 with dues,
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however, that if you leave the matter of the
first
meeting's presentationes) to the last
minute, then in all likelihood you will be the
sale presentet.

course, while others view it as being unnecessary and restrictive.
Two other factors which
might influence the structure of the group, however, are the size and· diversity of its memberShip. For example, an informal structure might
prove to be problematic for larger groupo, or
groups with a more complex organization (i.e ••
with
a
proliferation of special-topic subgroups). For smaller groups with a more homogeneous mt!mbership, however, an informal structure
is perhaps more suitable.

DECISIONS FACINC THE CROUP
~hile

the group is in its formative stages, several critical decisions must be made.
For the
IT.ost part, these pertain to the group's objectives, structure, leadership, meetings and administrative functions. Although some are obviously more important than others, and all are highly
inter-related,
each
will
be discussed
separately.

Group Leadership
The leadership of an emerging SAS users group
can be roughly classified as being either ad-hoc
or fixed teem. Ad-hoc leaders usually serve on
a voluntary and rotating basiS, such as when a
representative of the company hu~llng a meeting
presides over the preparations as well as the
meeting itself.
Fixed-term leaders (coordinators, executive or steering committees, officers, etc.) provide more continuity, and are
usually elected or appointed for a predetermined
periocl of time.
The two leadership options,
incidentally, are not mutually exclusive.

Group Objectives
Initially, the short-term objectives of
the
group will center around getting organized and
maintaining some semblance of normal
operations.
For the long-term, however, some consensus must be reached about the role members
expect the group to play. For example, a passive role might be preferred, in which the group
simply provides a structured context in which
members can periodically meet and share experiences.
On the other hand, there might be greater interest in the group
playing
a
more
proa~tive
role in identifying members' needs and
taking steps to meet them (by way of training
workshops, special projects, seminars, etc.).
Obviously, in order to be realistic, the group's
objectives must be consistent with the role the
members expect the group to play in the long
run.

An ad-hoc leadership structure is strongly recommended for the first few meetings, until the
members become better acquainted both with each
other, and with the needs of the group. In most
cases, a steering/executive committee is formed
within lht! group'~ fin;l year, a~ the neecl.~ for
continuity of leadership increase.
Administrative Functions

Meetings

Even more pressing than the question of group
leadership is that of responsibility for administrative functions.
Briefly, these include such
details as recordkeeping, mailings, maintenance
of the member data base and presentation material files, etc. Some of these functions can be
easily rotated, such as mailings and minutes.
Others, such as data base. maintenance, recordkeeping and files must usually be handled by the
same person(s) from meeting to meeting.
Rc~pon
sibility for the handling of each of these administrative functions should be delegated as early
as possible.

Decisions pertaining to the meetings themselves
center around
considerations
of
frequency,
length and time.
SOlile groups meet quarterly,
some monthly, some bi-monthly, .E>tc.
While each
has its own distinct advantages and disadvantages, as a general rule monthly meetings are more
suitable for groups >;,Tith a large and highly
diverse membership and a strong, well-structured
leadership.
Less-frequent meetings are indicated for smaller groups, or those which are more
homogeneous in terms of members' backgrounds.
Regardless of the initial decision regarding the
frequency
of meetings,
the issue should be
raised again after the new group becomes more
se tUed.

SUBSEQUENT MEETINGS
After the group· becomes more or less settled,
some care should be exercised to insure that it
doesn't become too settled. For example, numerous options exis~or maintaining members' interest and for increasing the effectiveness of the
group in meeting its objectives.
These include
the varying of presentation formats for meetings, the formation of special-topic subgroups,
as well as organizing wo·rkshops and hosting
social events.

Mid-afternoon meetings during the middle of the
>;,Teek seem to pose the fewest conflicts for
members.
Also, 3-4 hours would appear to be an
optimal length for meetings. However, there is
no reason that the time and length of each meeting ~e the same, although this tends to be standard practice.
Group Structure

Varying Presentation Formats
The question of wiu'cther a group's structure
should be formal (Le. ,
chartered, with dues,
by-laws , etc.) or info mal initially depends
largely upon the disposition of the members.
Some prefer rigid structure as a matter of·

A "traditional ll presentation
format
usually
involves a rather formal treatment of a predetermined topic by a single speaker, followed
by a brief (and often constrained) discussion
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largely social in nature. For example, an evening meeting with a cocktail hour and dinner prior to a presentation might be scheduled once or
twice a year.

period. Depending upon the topic and the speaker,
this can be a remarkably effective means of
covering a given subject area. Over time. however,
there
are
several problems with this
approach. First, it can be rather intimidating
to potential presenters.
Second, it tsnds to
condition
the
group
to
assume
a
nonparticipatory role.
And third. the scope of
such presentations is often 1 imited to
the
extent to Which the speaker's perspective prevails •

OTHER CONSIDERATIONS

Before c_oncluding, spveral misC'.ellaneoll'<> considerations will be briefly introduced.
These
include
various means of facilitating group
interaction, the is:'me of operating expenses and
the possibilities wr collaborating with other
user~
groups.

Possible alternatives include the use of a structured panel discussion or seminar format, in
which
several
individuals
present
various
aspects of the same general topic. Depending
upon the group. the number of presenters can be
varied, along with the degree of fonnal-tty.
Ultimately, the goal should be to maximize group
participation, as well as to broaden exposure to
the subject matter.

Facilitating Group Interaction
Unfortunately. well-balanced and
constructive
group interaction is not a phenomenon which can
be counted upon to spontaneously
emerge when
needed.
Since it is critical to the effectivereasonable
ne~s of the SAS u~ers group, howevec,
efforts should be made to facili~ate this interaction whenever possible.

The content and scope of presentations can also
be varied for greater effect. For example, for
some subjects (i.e., graphics), it might be
desirable to ~ beyond particular aspects of
SAS/GRAPH and include a treatment of gpneral
principles, hardware considerations.
graphics
etc.

These efforts can take several forms.
First,
there are physical factors to be considered,
including the meeting room size and the seating
configuration.
Essentially,
room
capacity
should not sig~ificantly exceed the number of
members in attendance, as this has an inhibiting
effect. Also, audlturlum-slyle seating arrangements should be avoided. Rather, any configuration which allows for eye contact anong the members is ideal.

Finally, the orientation of presentations should
be
varied,
so
tha t
a
good mix be tween
technically-oriented (e.g., various uses of the
INFILE statement) and application-based (e.g.,
using SAS to automate information center administrative functions) can be achieve~.

In terms of contextual factors, an informal
atmosphere is far more conducive to discussion
than a fonnal atmosphere.
Also, it helps if
adequate opportunities for social interaction
are provided.
Stated differently, it doesn't
always pay to skimp on the coffee breaks When
tlrr.e is li-nited.

Special-Topic Subgroups
Rather than try to make a single group be all
things to many people, in some instances it is a
good idea to form distinct special-topic sub~roup8.
These can be based either on function
(e.g •• training and education or installation
an'd maintenance). or can be organized arollnd a
single SAS product (e.g .• ETS or CPE). This is
particularly appropriate when enough members'
interests and use of SAS arc highly concentrated
in one area, and cannot be addressed by the larger group to their satisfaction.

Finally, there are various techniques which by
their very nature foster group interaction.
For
example,
structured
brainstorming techniques
(e.g.. Nominal Group Technique sessions) are
particularly useful during the first meetings,
insofar as they serve the additional purpose of
identifying and assigning priorille!:i to posslble
presentatlon toplc~. If the group is large,
the
use of small discussion groups helps to mediate
the tendency of members to direct their comments
to the leader only.

Organizing Workshops
From time to time. workshops can be conducted in
lieu of regular presentations.
Whether these
involve training sessions for memhers. rlernonstrations of new products by vendors, or the evaluatlon of various software tools, each represents
an opportunity for the group to remain responsive to members' interests and needs.

Operating Expenses
Initially, the p:xpenseR i.ncurred in operating a
local SAS users group are usually offset by inkind contributions from t~e members' companies
(e.g., provision of meeting facilities,
refreshments, use of company mail facilities, etc.).
If this is not the case.
then costs must be
recovered either as they are incurred (e.g .•
through charging a fee for attendance). or by
generating revenue, either through dues, fundraising activities, or the provision of services
for a fee (traini~g seminars, etc.). As the
group becomes more ambitious in ito undertak-

Social Events
Prior to the formation of the Hartford SAS users
group. most potential members expressed a strong
interest in meeting and interacting with other
SAS users. For many. however, it can be difficult to get to know other members during regular
meetings. Hence, a~ the group matures, it might
be desirable to plan a few meeting which are
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fngs, the question of offsetting expenses can be
expected to figure more prominently.
Joint Ventures
The

potential

for

collaborating

with

other

groups (whether companies, user groups, t~e SAS
Institute, etc.) should not be overlooked as the
group devel(]ps. For pXA.mple, p_cnnnmies of sCA.le
can be realized if the group engages a consulting or pducational firm to conduct training
('_OllrSPR for which memher"s' companiE's could be
chargE'-n on a proportional basis. Also, a regional lleeting of HevprA.l local SAt; ttse.rs groups
could be organized, similar to SUGI but on a
smaller scale. Finally, the group eould serve
as an informal lias on between local users and
the SAS Institute, in terms of com~unicating
concerns. questions and unresolved needs in a
more structured fashion.
SUMMARY

Given the diverse nature of members' needs and
backgrounds, the structure and orientation of
emerging local SAS users groups can be expected
to differ considerably. However, the issues and
guidelines presented in the previous sections
are relevant,
to varying degrees, to all new
user groups, and should help a new group to
avoid undue floundering during its formative
stages.
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