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ORIGINAL ARTICLE

Explaining Faculty Members' Experience about the Process of
Attending to an International Conferences: A Mixed Methods
Research

Introduction: Attendance at conferences is considered as a
professional necessity for most of the researchers and scientists.
Currently, no study has been conducted in Iran to evaluate the
pros and cons of attending to the medical international
conferences. The aim of this study was to determine the problems
and consequences of attendance at conferences, as well as its
academic benefits and scientific-professional promotions.
Methods: This mixed-method study was conducted on faculty
members' of Mashhad University of Medical Sciences attending to
International conferences between January 2014 and 2015 in two
separate and sequential phases. The first phase was a qualitative
approach, content thematic analysis that was conducted through
purposeful sampling based on literature review and interview
with key informants’ faculty members. The second phase, the
quantitative one, was conducted by an electronic questionnaire to
collect faculty members’ viewpoints for improving the process.
Results: Based on the first phase results, four main themes were
indicated to be important in the attendance process: 1 & 2)
problems and consequences of the attendance process; 3) scientific
and professional promotion due to the attendance; and 4)
usefulness and academic benefits. Scientific level of conferences
(15.0%) and transport and accommodation (28.0%) were the most
prevalent problems and consequences, respectively; whereas
familiarity with new topics and ideas (20.0%) was for the promotion
one.

Conclusions: According to the quantitative phase results, it
seems that International conferences were considered very
important for professional developments; however, the problems
and consequences of attending to these events overcome to its
benefits.
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INTRODUCTION

The faculty members are considered as the key factors of
educational structure in any country, and their capabilities
have direct influences on the performance of medical
education (1). Attendance at conferences is considered as a
professional necessity for most of the researchers and
scientists and a part of faculty members' professional
development process, taking into account within the
framework of scientific cooperation (1-3).

Given the experts' scientific and professional needs at
centers and universities, the attendance at international
conferences is critical for programs of faculty members'
promotion especially the newly recruited labor.
International conferences help these members in scientific
fields to identify their interests and the changes they want
to make at regional and global levels during their activities
(4). Companionship with other scientists and partners on a
global scale provide the opportunity for individuals to think
about the existing resources and services which can
provide. Furthermore, it will lead to reputation of university
or academic center where they work, it will personally
promote the individual scientific and occupational resumes.
Learning and communication, which are made during the
conferences, will be very effective and can dramatically
change the individuals' professional ways (5). Moreover, the
communication with other scientists and familiarity with
technologies are useful for professional empowerment
through information exchange (6-10). The attendance at
international conferences is affected by individual, familial,
professional and organizational factors as the faculty
members' behavior (2, 11). These factors affect the faculty
members' perception of achievements, limitations and
unintended consequences in final usefulness of attendance
at international conferences. Final usefulness also indicates
the set of expected positive achievements and outcomes in
attending the international conferences and leads to the
academic and scientific development (12).

According to the literature, need for change of pace,
academic networking, educational promotion, and
leadership, enhanced self-esteem and socialization, as some
defined motivators for faculty members participation to
conferences (11, 13, 14). On the other hand, budget
problems, timing, health concerns, unstable academic or
professional position are considered as inhibitory factors (3,
15). Currently, no study has been conducted in Iran to
evaluate the pros and cons of attending to the medical
international conferences. The aim of this study was to
determine the problems and consequences of attendance at
the conference, as well as its academic benefits and
scientific-professional promotions.

METHODS

This mixed method study was conducted on faculty
members' of Mashhad University of Medical Sciences
attending to International conferences between January
2014 and 2015. Faculty members were included in the
study if they have accepted our initial invitation. Individuals
were excluded if they were decided to discontinue the
study. This
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study was a combination of qualitative and quantitative
methods conducted in parallel and sequential phases

First Phase: Qualitative Phase

The research questions, giving directions to the content of
the interviews were formulated following consultation with
the supervisor and advisor professors. The interviews were
conducted through a semi-structured manner in which the
questions were initially raised with simpler and more
general issues and then oriented towards more specific
ones based on the participants’ responses as well as the
interaction between the researcher and each participant.
The approximate time allotted to each interview was
between 60 and 110 minutes, depending on the willingness
of participants to continue the interview, their fatigue, as
well as the adequacy of the data. Following each interview,
they were immediately transcribed along with participants’
non-verbal communications such as smiles, sighs, pauses,
and the likes. The transcriptions were also reread and
reviewed several times and then the data were broken into
units of meanings in the form of statements associated with
the original meanings. The units of meanings were similarly
reviewed several times and, after that, the relevant codes for
each unit of meaning were written. Next, the codes were
shortened and condensed as much as possible based on the
conceptual and semantic similarity of categories. The
decreasing trend in data reduction was implemented in all
units of analysis as well as categories and sub-categories.
Finally, the data were placed in main categories which were
more general and conceptual and then the themes were
abstracted. If necessary, changes were made in the content
and the names of the categories - to reveal their contents.
The process of analysis was repeated with the addition of
each interview and then the categories were modified.
Eventually and according to the responses provided by the
participants, a secondary complete questionnaire
containing categories and themes was developed and
submitted via email to university professors. At this stage,
sampling continued until data saturation as long as no new
codes emerged in the three final interviews. From another
perspective, data saturation meant that no new codes or
data were obtained after each interview or observation and
all of the conceptual levels had been completed.

Second phase: Quantitative Phase

According to the participants’ responses during the
interviews in the first phase, the final questionnaire was
completed and sent by e-mail to the study participants. In
fact, the categories and the themes obtained in the
qualitative phase were formulated in the form of a
questionnaire and resubmitted to the given professors. This
questionnaire was comprised of four domains of existing
problems in the conference participation process,
consequences of conference participation, scientific-
professional promotion due to conference participation, as
well as final usefulness and academic benefits of
participation in conferences abroad. Accordingly; 9 items
were designed in the domain of existing problems in
conference participation process, 6 items were associated
with consequences of conference participation, 10 items
were related to scientific-professional promotion due to
conference participation, and 6 items were assigned to final
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usefulness and academic benefits of participation in
conferences overseas. One open-ended item was also
included in each domain upon which the participants could
explain each one if they were willing to do so. The
questionnaire was studied in terms of face and content
validity before sending. Reliability of questionnaire was also
approved by Cronbach's alpha coefficient in 30 completed
questionnaires. In this phase, members were selected by a
purposive sampling method.

Statistical Analysis

In order to analyze the qualitative data, thematic content
analysis method was used. The four main stages of thematic
content analysis were conducted with some adjustments to
find the best master codes. First, the initial level coding
process was started after reading the texts for several times
through identifying and highlighting sentences and
paragraphs in the unit of analysis. Then, a master code was
assigned to each unit of analysis and the sub-codes were
extracted. In the second encoding stage, master codes with
the same meanings were grouped to form up the
constructs. After classification; the constructs were put
together in the form of a meaningful conceptual model, the
relationship between the categories was identified, and the
themes emerged. To determine the validity of the themes
drawn out, the return process and the review of the
collection of separate data were performed to extract the
sources of supporting evidence. The qualitative data were
also described following encoding the interviews. Finally, a

questionnaire was developed using the codes and
submitted to the given professors. Following the collection
of data and their entry into a computer with the help of the
SPSS Software; mean, standard deviation, and coefficient of
variation were employed for characterization and
prioritization of the goals for participation in international
conferences.

Ethical Considerations

All of the participants in the given project signed informed
consent forms and the researcher was obliged to keep all
the

data confidential and also publish the research findings
anonymously and only with the permission of the Office of
Vice Chancellor for Research. In order to observe the ethical
considerations during the interviews, the participants were
addressed by their chosen nickname. In addition, the
purpose of using the tape recorder was explained to them.
The participants’ permit was also obtained to record their
talks and they were ensured regarding the confidentiality of
their data during the present study. Furthermore, the right to
withdraw from the study at any time was also given to the
participants.

RESULTS

The studied was conducted on 47 faculty members (33
male/ 14 female) of Mashhad University of Medical Sciences
on the first phase and 30 of them in the second phase.
Thirty-five (74.4%) were clinical sciences faculty members
while the remaining 25.6% were from the basic science
groups. Most of the members had an associated professor
degree (46.8%), 36.1% were assistant professor, and 17.1%
were professors.

Table 1. Classes of themes in attendance at international conferences

Theme

Attendance criteria

Administrative procedures

Funding and allocation

Visa application process

Political restrictions and sanctions

Cost-effectiveness

Money spending

Role of congress in identifying the Iranian physicians
Scientific levels of conferences

Missing job promotions and benefits

Livelihood examples

Transport and accommodation

Fluency in foreign language and understanding the lecture
Communication with foreign physicians

Fluency in foreign language to give presentation at conference

Problems in attendance at conference

Consequences of attendance at conference

Familiarity with new topics and ideas

Language improvements

Professional skills improvements

Familiarity with new ways of teaching

Academic position promotion

Acquisition of scientific reputation

Ability to conduct more articles (1Sl and PubMed Indexed)

Ability to build more research projects in with international institutes
Ability to communicate with the world famous professors

Ability to grasp research opportunity (due to new scientific networks)

Scientific-professional promotions due to
attendance at conferences

Final (ultimate) usefulness and academic benefits Efficiency

Implementing the new treatment methods

Classes
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All the participants have attended to the international
conferences at least for two times, having published articles
in PubMed and ISI (International Scientific Indexing)
indexed journals. According to results, despite the fact that
a large percentage of people thought that the attendance at
the conference was effective to get new research ideas, they
thought that too much spending was needed and its impact
on job promotion was negligible. Based on the results of
the first phase, four main themes are important in the
attendance process: problems in the process of attendance
and consequences; the scientific and professional
promotion due to the attendance; and final usefulness of
academic benefits each which were classified into classes
and subclasses (Table 1).

According to the results of the second phase, the low
exchange allocation is put in the first place in group of
problems; and the communication with foreign physicians
is among the main results in group in attendance at the
conference (Figure 1 & 2). It seems that the scientific-
professional promotion of communication with famous
professors is among the valuable indices (Figure 3).

DISCUSSION

The prevailing view among the faculty members at Mashhad
University of Medical Sciences was that the main problems
in the way of participating in conferences abroad were
associated with the allocation of foreign exchange as well as

political restrictions and those related to sanctions and
credits (100%). In fact, some university professors believed
that the major problems caused by economic issues were
related to the devaluation of the Rial against foreign
currencies as well as lack of financial transfer because the
fields of study associated with medical sciences were not
inherently subjected to sanction rules. From another
perspective and through dividing the problems into
domestic and international ones, most of the university
professors who had passed such courses had reported
domestic issues, including criteria and rules for allocation,
speed and stability of official proceedings, as well as
allocation of foreign exchange and sufficient credits as their
shared problems.

On the other hand, the bulk of the participants evaluated
the three categories examined regarding the cross-border
issues of the role of conferences to introduce the levels of
Iranian physicians to the world, visa application and
admission, and political restrictions positively and assumed
that visa application and admission procedure and
international sanctions could create alarming limits in the
process of participation in conferences overseas.

The given problems were similar to those listed by Zarei
(16) associated with sabbatical programs. Dove (17) also
mentioned financing as the most important challenge to
empowering programs for university professors especially
within sabbatical opportunities. Besides, Ahmadi (18)

Scientific levels of conferences

Role of congress in identifying the Iranian physicians
Political restrictions and sanctions

Administrative procedures

Money spending

Cost-effectiveness

Visa application process

Funding and allocation

Attendance criteria

14%

0%
0%

2% 4% 6% 8% 10% 12% 14% 16%

Figure 1. Problems of attendance at international conferences for faculty members at Mashhad University of

Medical Sciences

Transport and accommodation
Communication with foreign physicians

Fluency in foreign language and understanding...
Livelihood examples

Fluency in foreign language to give presentation...
Missing job promotions and benefits

%

T
0%

T
5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30%

Figure 2. Consequences of attendance at international conferences for faculty members at Mashhad University of

Medical Sciences
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Familiarity with new topics and ideas
Ability to communicate with the world famous...
Ability to grasp research opportunity (due to new...

Acquisition of scientific reputation

Familiarity with new ways of teaching

Ability to conduct more articles (1Sl and PubMed...
Academic position promotion

Professional skills improvements

Language improvement

20%

oo oo

T
0%
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Figure 3. Scientific and professional promotion due to the faculty members' attendance at international conferences

at Mashhad University of Medical Sciences

outlined the problems facing the implementation of the
empowerment program for university professors in Iran as
establishment of balance between individual needs and
organizational ones, method selection and its proper
implementation, limited resources, lack of managerial or
organizational supports, resistance to changes, absence of
follow-up activities, non-participation of faculty members in
decision-making meetings, loss of a systemic planning and
definite approach in connection with empowering
programs for university professors, existence of parallel and
fragmented structures in activities related to empowering
professors, as well as unstable management in the decision-
making process.

Considering the consequences associated with participation
in conferences and according to the results obtained in this
study, the most significant concerns among faculty
members at Mashhad University of Medical Sciences during
such conferences was their livelihood (31%). In this respect,
most experts believed that participation in international
conferences did not have any adverse effects on the loss of
current employment benefits for an individual and an
institution (18,7,1). In this regard, over 90% of participants
reported a considerable level of satisfaction in cases such as
accommodations, transportation from hotels to conference
venues, language proficiency to deliver and understand
speeches, and ability to communicate with other foreign
partners during these conferences. Given the negative
consequences of participation in empowerment programs
for university professors, Zarei (16) listed loss of
professional status and current interests as the main
concerns among professors participating in sabbatical
programs.

Likewise, participation in international conferences can
have numerous professional and scientific purposes which
in turn lead to the promotion of the professors in academic,
national, and international levels (2, 7, and 10). The
findings of this study in the area of professional and
scientific promotions resulting from participation in
conferences abroad from the perspective of faculty
members at Mashhad University of Medical Sciences
indicated that such programs were effective steps in terms
of achieving scientific, educational, skills-based, and
communicative goals and they
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could also promote university professors in the given
domains by 89%. Clearly; empowerment of university
professors in each scientific, educational, communicative,
and  skills-based domain can also have positive
consequences for the promotion of the professional status
of university professors at different academic, domestic, and
international levels. The results of this study similarly
confirmed the fact that participating in international
conferences with the values of 69% (in a range of group or
university) and 65% (in an international range) could have a
favorable (excellent, good, or moderate) impact on the
promotion of status and reputation of university professors
at different scientific levels. Furthermore, Borg (19)
summarized the benefits from participating in conferences
overseas into increased knowledge of using the techniques
in practical applications, creating scientific communities
with other professionals in the relevant fields, and
improving professional confidence and motivation. In
another study, Sima and Denton (20) defined the
advantages and objectives of empowering professors such
as sabbatical opportunities at the University of Illinois
(Chicago, the United States) in the form of activities
including learning new techniques, proposal of research
projects, investigation, study, writing, curriculum, and
presentation. In this regard, most participants argued that
sabbatical opportunities had a significant impact on
improving their skills and knowledge needed to carry out
research. Writing scientific texts and studying areas of
interest were also placed on the second and the third ranks
by a wide margin, respectively. They also suggested that all
these activities except writing were dependent on the
location of sabbatical programs (20). In other words,
working in a group together with other international
partners or even domestic ones, but from another state
could significantly help in achieving the “frontiers of
knowledge” in the research or proposal development
activities. Besides, Kang and Miller (21) showed that
schools offering sabbatical opportunities and receiving
reports from university professors during and after such
programs could gain a higher rate of benefits. In this
regard, receiving reports during sabbatical opportunities
could build high understanding about its goals among
university professors
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which in turn could lead to more growth and efficiency
among individuals. In this respect, Zarei (16) evaluated only
four activities including acquisition of knowledge and new
ideas, promotion of skills or therapeutic techniques related
to the fields of activities, learning new methods of teaching
and training, and improvement of language skills. Likewise,
he reported that the participants believed that the
empowerment programs in each of these four areas had the
desirable effectiveness.

In terms of efficiency and usefulness of participating in
international conferences, 72% of individuals in the present
study were able to create and launch new theraputic
methods. This aspect of usefulness of empowerment
programs was also observed in the investigation by Zarei
@1).

The unwillingness of university professors to cooperate was
the main limitation of the present study; thus, efforts were
made to reduce them through adequate explanation,
confidentiality of data, and flexibility in data collection.
Another limitation of this study was associated with its
generalizability including its small sample size, lack of
control in the process of data collection, and subjective

reports from the faculty members on the basis of pre-
designed programs at certain times to form up a more
realistic idea of the strengths and weaknesses of such
programs in further research studies. It was also
recommended to conduct a comparison between
achievements of faculty members participating in conferences
abroad with those professors attending domestic ones in the
future studies.

CONCLUSION

According to our results, it seems that the majority of the
selected university professors considered financial
problems and insufficient credits as the main concerns for
such programs and also listed livelihood issues during
participation in conferences overseas as the most significant
negative consequences even though such programs were
effective steps in terms of achieving the scientific,
educational, skills-based, and communicative goals from the
perspective of the faculty members at Mashhad University of
Medical Sciences. The ultimate favorable effects of such
programs were evident on the ranking promotion of
professors, creating therapeutic methods, as well as
publication of scientific research articles.
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