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In This Issue

At the Anaheim Convention Campus, the sky truly is the limit for 
your next meeting. Open-air venues, plentiful housing options 
and close proximity to Southern California fun offer boundless 
opportunities for exceeding success. For more information 

visit anaheimoc.org/see-campus or call 855-267-0377.

Blue-sky Thinking.

http://acf.themeetingmagazines.com/acf/
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“A rising tide lifts all boats,” said John F. Kennedy in observing that an 
improving economy benefits everyone.

There’s no better example than the convention and exhibition industry. 
Just take a look at recent “Industry News” headlines on our new website 
www.TheMeetingMagazines.com and you’ll see a near tidal wave of good 
news over just the past few months, from “Denver Convention Business 
Soars in March” to “Full Speed Ahead for Exhibition Industry.” You’ll find many 
more exciting headlines about convention centers across the country 

— those sleeping giants during the economic downturn that have now 
awakened. Major expansions, including new convention center hotels 
for some, are planned or underway in Los Angeles, Columbus, Cleveland, 
Louisville, Washington, DC, Tucson, Orlando, Albuquerque, Houston, West 
Palm Beach, Anaheim and Las Vegas — to name a few! 

“This is a big year for Las Vegas and you can feel the energy and 
excitement,” Rossi Ralenkotter, president and CEO of the Las Vegas Visitors 
Authority told the Las Vegas Review Journal. You’ll understand why after you 
check out our “Boom Town” feature on page 34 and discover a flood of new 
developments in the No. 1 trade show destination.

The major 200,000-sf expansion just announced for the Anaheim 
Convention Center to be completed in 2016 is welcome news to the 
National Association of Music Merchants, which last fall signed a new five-
year contract with the Anaheim Convention Center to continue holding its 
96,000-attendee-strong NAMM Show through 2018. The 2014 NAMM Show, 
pictured on our cover, marks the 37th year that the music industry trade 
show has been in Anaheim. Cindy Sample, NAMM’s director of trade show 
operations, tells us in “Show Floor Successes” on page 20 that the 2014 show 
featured 1,533 exhibiting companies, the second highest number ever, as 
well as a 2 percent increase in buyers over 2013. “In part, the show’s growth 
is a reflection of steady post-recession growth in the music product industry,” 
she says. To keep the momentum going, convention and exhibition 
executives like Sample tell us how they are putting new show floor trends 
and tactics into practice. For example, a recent Center for Exhibition Industry 
Research study found that attendees want more hands-on interaction 
with products and “expect to engage with knowledgeable exhibitor staff.” 
SmithBucklin’s Carol McGury confirms that their presenters “hit the main 
concepts and then engage in a conversation with the customers...that is the 
evolution of these theaters and learning lounges in the last few years.” Learn 
about more strategies in this issue that will help to “lift your boat” as the 
economy continues to sail towards this year’s high-water mark.

Are You Riding the Wave?
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Publisher’s Page TODAY ’ S  AGENDA

SERIOUS BUSINESS. 
SERIOUS VALUE. 
SERIOUS FUN.

A program with Carnival offers far greater value, is much 
easier to plan and is less expensive than a land-based 

“The World’s Most Popular Cruise Line®” due to our 
excellent reputation and guest satisfaction ratings of 98%. 

We invite you to make the comparison for yourself by 
including us on your next RFP. Our Corporate and Incentive 
team looks forward to assisting you in planning a program 
that meets all of your needs and your budget.

Call 800-519-4574  |  Visit www.carnivalmeetings.com

Accepting Appointments
for IMEX America October 9-11, 2012 at imexamerica.com

We o�er you the greatest choice and selection.
■  24 fabulous floating resorts are perfect venues
■  A choice of 3-day, 4-day, 5-day, 6-day, 7-days, or longer 
■  Popular destinations including The Bahamas, Caribbean, 

Hawaii, Mexican Riviera, Alaska, Canada & New England 
■  strop erutraped citsemod .S.U tneinevnoc 51  

We’re serious about our commitment to you and 
your program.
■  Guest satisfaction ratings of 98%
■  Unbeatable value — with just about everything included! 

Spacious accommodations, all onboard meals, onboard 
activities and entertainment, complimentary meeting 
space and venues, plus a/v equipment 

■  Carnival Corporate University — creative team-building 
■  Flexible value-added amenity program

CARNIVAL IS THE PERFECT CHOICE  
FOR YOUR NEXT CORPORATE EVENT 
OR INCENTIVE PROGRAM

©2012 Carnival Cruise Lines. All rights reserved. Ships’ Registry: The Bahamas, Panama and Malta

TODAY ’ S  AGENDA

SERIOUS BUSINESS. 
SERIOUS VALUE. 
SERIOUS FUN.

A program with Carnival offers far greater value, is much 
easier to plan and is less expensive than a land-based 

“The World’s Most Popular Cruise Line®” due to our 
excellent reputation and guest satisfaction ratings of 98%. 

We invite you to make the comparison for yourself by 
including us on your next RFP. Our Corporate and Incentive 
team looks forward to assisting you in planning a program 
that meets all of your needs and your budget.

Call 800-519-4574  |  Visit www.carnivalmeetings.com

Accepting Appointments
for IMEX America October 9-11, 2012 at imexamerica.com

We o�er you the greatest choice and selection.
■  24 fabulous floating resorts are perfect venues
■  A choice of 3-day, 4-day, 5-day, 6-day, 7-days, or longer 
■  Popular destinations including The Bahamas, Caribbean, 

Hawaii, Mexican Riviera, Alaska, Bermuda, Canada & 
New England and Europe

■  strop erutraped citsemod .S.U tneinevnoc 61  

We’re serious about our commitment to you and 
your program.
■  Guest satisfaction ratings of 98%
■  Unbeatable value — with just about everything included! 

Spacious accommodations, all onboard meals, onboard 
activities and entertainment, complimentary meeting 
space and venues, plus a/v equipment 

■  Carnival Corporate University — creative team-building 
■  Flexible value-added amenity program

CARNIVAL IS THE PERFECT CHOICE  
FOR YOUR NEXT CORPORATE EVENT 
OR INCENTIVE PROGRAM

©2012 Carnival Cruise Lines. All rights reserved. Ships’ Registry: The Bahamas, Panama and Malta

©2014 Carnival Cruise Lines. All rights reserved. Ships’ Registry: The Bahamas, Panama and Malta

Harvey Grotsky 
Publisher

http://acf.themeetingmagazines.com/acf/


2014 ASAE Annual Meeting & 
Exposition Set for Nashville in August
WASHINGTON, DC — More than 6,000 
nonprofit and association professionals 
are expected to attend the 2014 ASAE 
Annual Meeting & Exposition in Nashville, 
August 9–12, to be held at Music City 
Center, the new downtown conven-
tion center. ASAE launched its 2014 
Annual Meeting & Exposition website, 
www.asaeannualmeeting.org, which 
provides information about the speakers, 
education sessions, registration, hotels 
and events.

New this year are Master Mind ses-
sions, which are high-level conversations 
around professional development and 
education, technology, marketing and 
communication, membership, and meet-
ings and expositions. ASAE will have more 
than 120 learning labs such as Game 
Changers, Snap Learning Spot, Green 
Safari Tour for Meeting Planners and an 
Ignite session. 

“As association professionals, we are 
constantly trying to enhance our skills, 
inspire innovation within our organiza-
tions, and look for new ways to navigate 
our ever-changing environment,” said 
ASAE President & CEO John H. Graham IV, 
FASAE, CAE.

Attendees also will have the op-
portunity to sort, pack and prepare 
the distribution of food for the Second 
Harvest Food Bank of Middle Tennessee. 
www.asaecenter.org

1 In celebration of National Travel and Tourism Week, 
employees of the Anaheim/Orange County VCB and the 
Anaheim Convention Center gathered in front of the 
center’s marquee. 2,3 The 34th Annual Conference  of 
the Association of Collegiate Conference and Events 
Directors-International was held in New Orleans. 4 (l to 
r) ASAE Board Member Kay Whalen, MBA, CAE, executive 
director, Executive Director Inc; Sentinel Award Winner 
U.S. Rep. Mark Pocan (D-WI); and ASAE Chairman Arlene 
A. Pietranton, Ph.D., FASAE, CAE, CEO, American Speech-
Language-Hearing Association join President and CEO 
John H. Graham IV, FASAE, CAE at ASAE’s reception at the 
Hyatt Regency on Capitol Hill — part of ASAE’s annual 
Legislative Fly In. 5 Vince Gill performs in Nashville at the 
grand opening of the Country Music Hall of Fame and Museum’s new expansion. 6 The Las Vegas CVA board of directors celebrates 20 
years as the No. 1 U.S. Trade Show Destination. (1st row) Las Vegas Mayor Carolyn G. Goodman; Global President of Destination Markets of 
Caesars Entertainment Tom Jenkin; President and COO of Mandalay Bay Resort and Casino Chuck Bowling; Board Chairman Tom Collins, 
Clark County Commission; Board Vice-Chair Lawrence Weekly, Clark County Commission; and Boulder City Mayor Pro Tem Cam Walker. (2nd 
row) City of Henderson Mayor Andy Hafen; City of Mesquite Councilman George Rapson; EVP and COO Boyd Gaming Corp. Paul J. Chakmak; 
Las Vegas Councilman Steven D. Ross; LVCVA President/CEO Rossi Ralenkotter; President and COO of The Venetian,The Palazzo, Sands Expo 
John Caparella; Chairman and CEO of Eureka Casino Resort Gregory Lee; and North Las Vegas Mayor John Lee.
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LAS VEGAS, NV — Las Vegas Arena Company, owned by AEG and MGM Resorts 
International, broke ground May 1 on a world-class, privately funded, $375 million 
indoor arena set to open in spring 2016. Located west of The Strip, between New York-
New York and Monte Carlo resorts, the new 20,000-seat arena will host more than 100 
events annually including boxing, UFC and other sporting events, major headline en-
tertainment, awards shows and special events. 

Dan Beckerman, president and CEO of AEG and Jim Murren, chairman and CEO of 
MGM Resorts International were on hand to welcome guests including Chair of the 
Board of Clark County Commissioners Steve Sisolak, President of Ultimate Fighting 
Championship Dana White, CEO of Golden Boy Promotions Richard Schaefer, NBA 
and NCAA legend and Hall of Famer Bill Walton, NHL legend and Hall of Famer Luc 
Robitaille and WBC Welterweight World Champion Floyd Mayweather.

The arena will house multiple locker facilities, premium dressing rooms, complete 
broadcast facilities and more. www.mgmresorts.com, www.aegworldwide.com

Groundbreaking Held for New 20,000-Seat Las Vegas Arena

Confetti shoots from the stage during the groundbreaking celebration for the world-
class arena being built in Las Vegas by MGM Resorts International and AEG.
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New York Hilton Midtown Wraps Up the First Phase of a Renovation
NEW YORK, NY — New York City’s largest hotel, the 1,985-

room New York Hilton Midtown, is wrapping up the first 
phase of a major revamp with Manhattan’s skyline as the 
centerpiece of the room. The property is introducing a design 
that is minimalistic and sparse so that each room’s city view 
becomes the art. The hotel’s executive level room refurbish-
ment project incorporated 187 guest rooms and 41 suites on 
floors 39–44. The remainder of the rooms are set to be refur-
bished by 2016. 

The Grand Ballroom, the city’s largest hotel ballroom featur-
ing more than 25,000 sf of flexible meeting space, and Sutton 

Hall and the Nassau ballroom complex will be renovated by 
the end of the third quarter 2014. 

In addition, maximum Wi-Fi capacity coverage is available in 
all guest rooms, and a new cantilevered work surface with maxi-
mum floor space and power allows for effortless remote access 
in guest rooms. Other amenities include multiple PowerPoint 
options, abundant work spaces, and a 55-inch flat-screen TV. 
Also, renovated bathrooms have new architectural finishes, vani-
ties and illuminated mirrors, and the lobby features a new recep-
tion area, luxurious Executive Lounge, improved lighting design 
and new stone floor. www.newyorkhiltonhotel.com

Snapshots
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For up-to-the-minute news, visit us 
online at TheMeetingMagazines.com

http://acf.themeetingmagazines.com/acf/
http://acf.themeetingmagazines.com/acf/
http://www.TheMeetingMagazines.com


Andy Johnston

Successful convention marketing needs more than a well-
designed communication plan. You have to build the 

buzz. Here’s how to grow both word-of-mouth and “word-of-
mouse” for your event, conference or convention. 

Look at your pre-event to-do list. You have an event Web 
page, online registration, email marketing and event ap-
plication, and you have your Facebook page, Twitter feed, 
Instagram team and YouTube channel all ready and wait-
ing. What else can you possibly need to whip up interest 
and attendance?

Where’s the buzz? That’s right, even with all of those 
marketing tools, you are missing the biggest one of all: 
word-of-mouth.

Word-of-mouth is when someone talks about something 
valuable and interesting with someone else.

WHY IT MATTERS
I know what you’re thinking. People talking to other peo-

ple is so low-tech and 20th century. Talking seems very Stone 
Age when you can text and tweet.

We’ve all made the shift from paper to electrons, but did 
you know it’s estimated that 80 percent of word-of-mouth 
marketing communication actually happens offline? Only 20 
percent is online. That means the conversations about your 
upcoming meeting may begin with technology, but they 
end one-on-one. Your challenge is to transform “word-of-
mouse” into word-of-mouth.

What can you do to inspire, motivate and participate in 
the buzz about your events?

THE BIGGEST THING TO REMEMBER
In event marketing, whether it’s word-of-mouth, electron-

ic or social media, the rules have changed. If you walk away 
with only one thing from this article, please remember this: 
Traditional event marketing is an invitation to join you and 
your event. With buzz marketing, it’s reversed. Your target 
audiences don’t join you — you join them. You have to reach 
out to create a relationship, share some stories and be a part 
of their communities.

Effective buzz marketing is “about” someone or some-
thing. It’s not made up of your objectives, messages and 
data. Buzz is personal and emotional. This style of mar-
keting isn’t random or passive. You start, fuel, direct and 
manage it. There are two flavors to focus on.

Media to people: People see, hear and read about 
your event, speakers and experiences in the media.

People to people: People talk and share about what 
they’ve heard and experienced.

GET THE MEDIA BUZZING
Instead of press releases and the typical PR, offer your 

media contacts unusual hooks and resources they can 
use for news stories. Can one of your executives or speak-
ers be an expert on a new or trending topic or offer a 
comment? Look outside the obvious. You want your me-
dia contacts to notice what’s new about your event and 
start talking. Here are a couple of ideas on how to work 
with them to reach your target audiences.

#1 Feed the buzz: Buzz is just like gossip — it needs 
a great story. Give the media something unusual to talk 
about. The trick is to have a series of buzzworthy stories 
that benefit the company, and your products and servic-
es. Don’t think typical PR and email blasts. Think people, 
examples, surprising data, and how the event or confer-
ence could have repercussions in an industry, the host 
city — or even the rest of the world.

#2 Controversy is your buzz best friend: No boring 
buzz! Members of the media feed on the unexpected, 
the humorous and the emotional. Instead of promot-
ing the location, date and agenda of your event, focus 
on what the event means and how people feel about it. 
Talk to your key speakers about fresh ideas and actions 
that are spreading across the region or nation. Break 
your media messages down into small, enticing pitches 
instead of one big one. Your campaign doesn’t have to 
be complicated or sophisticated. Hey, close to 35 mil-
lion people have watched the Keyboard Cat play the 
piano on YouTube!

How to Grow Word-of-Mouth for Your Convention THEN GET PEOPLE BUZZING
Word-of-mouth starts when people feel they belong. If 

they’re comfortable with your event and have a great expe-
rience, they’ll talk. If they’re uncomfortable with your event 
and have a bad experience, they’ll talk. The trick is to build 
option No. 1 while minimizing option No. 2.

Here’s how to get potential attendees talking positively 
about your event or conference. People-to-people buzz re-
quires you to talk with instead of to attendees.

• You want two-way communication.
• You want a multiple-person experience that is not merely 

transactional.
• You want to shift the focus from the details of the confer-

ence to the experiences that attendees share.
• You need to go where your attendees go and get involved.

Remember that big point I asked you to remember? Your 
target audiences don’t join you — you join them. What fo-
rums do they join? What are their favorite discussion groups 
on LinkedIn? Who are their friends on Facebook, and where 
do they gather?

Go there and join the conversation. Invest the time to lis-
ten a lot and contribute. People are curious — so give them 
a little and they’ll ask for more. 

Give them something to talk about. Take a hard look at 
your event or conference. What’s truly “buzzable?” What will 
attendees and potential attendees naturally discuss? What 
will excite them? Just as with the media, you’ll find more 
interest if you identify a series of smaller, intriguing topics 
than one big one.

Then jumpstart some powerful conversations. Here are 
some great ways you can get them talking.
• Sponsor forums where people can talk about topics that 

will be featured at your event.

• Establish your own hashtags and encourage people 
to use them when they discuss key topics or talk 
about your event.

• Monitor and feed the flow. The instant you sense the first 
shift of attention away from your event, add a contest, 
survey, coupon or promotion. You don’t think that Oprah 
gave away cars out of the goodness of her heart, do you?
Finally, realize that good word-of-mouth can’t be man-

aged, regulated and enforced. You can’t make people get 

excited about your event. You have to let it happen. In the 
real world, building relationships and friendships takes 
time. But you’ll get a strong return on your investment.

WORD-OF-MOUTH EQUALS TRUST
Just like an honest reputation, the value of good word-

of-mouth is immeasurable. You can’t find a marketing 
strategy that’s more direct. When people talk with enthu-
siasm about your event, the topics and personnel, they are 
giving you and your organization both a strong endorse-
ment and a solid-gold recommendation. What can be 
more powerful?

Word-of -mouth is one of the most cost-effective ways 
of expanding the influence of your events, building loyal 
attendees and reaching new ones. Just remember to make 
your event or conference a part of the story but not THE 
story. Keep it interesting. Make it personal. And you will 
build the buzz! AC&F

Andy Johnston is president and creative director of The Idea Group and is 
a sought-after industry expert in developing ingenious ways to engage and 
motivate audiences. Andy has deep expertise in strategic planning, messaging, 
creative direction, marketing and events. He can be reached at andy@
ideagroupatlanta.com or 404-213-4416.

The conversations about your upcoming meeting may begin 
with technology, but they end one-on-one. Your challenge 

is to transform ‘word-of-mouse’ into word-of-mouth.

Building
the Buzz
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to Improved ROI
15 
Simple 
Ways to 
Green 
Your Event 

1. Coordinate with  
a sponsor to offset  
your meeting’s  
carbon footprint.

2. Organize comped 
public transportation 
packages for  
attendees with your venue.

3. Create an app for your meeting to save on printing 
agendas, program books and maps, and feed the latest 
updates to attendees seamlessly.

4. Encourage attendees to use “bump” apps to wirelessly 
transmit their business cards through their phones.

5. Highlight the stories of the farmers and producers from 
whom you sourced your local food. Bring them in to 
address attendees during meals if appropriate.

6. Make sure your tea and coffees are ethically and 
sustainably sourced and that attendees know they are.

7. Set up water stations with glasses and pitchers rather 
than water bottles.

8. Request glasses, china and metal utensils rather than 
styrofoam, paper and plastic.

9. Print QR codes on name badges so that exhibitors 
can easily get attendees’ contact information and 
send materials by email instead of handing out 
printed materials

10. Encourage exhibitors not to bring giveaway gifts 
unless they are sustainably sourced and made from 
recycled materials.

11. Coordinate waste reduction practices, such as 
composting and recycling, for the waste from your 
event if the venue does not already provide it.

12. Ask hotels to institute towel, sheet and amenity 
recycling for your attendees if they do not already.

13. Post large-font signs on your waste, recycling and 
composting containers clearly displaying what type of 
materials belong in each bin.

14. Reuse materials for your decorations and event build-out.
15. Request compostable materials for any food service 

items that must be disposed of such as coffee cup lids 
or single service condiment containers. — GL

The Green Road 
Sustainability

Can sustainable initiatives increase event registration, 
attendee satisfaction and stakeholder buy-in? Happy 
planners in the know certainly think so. They’re tak-
ing advantage of luxurious LEED-certified venues, 
custom menus with superior ingredients and op-

tions, huge savings on printing and marketing costs, and increased 
exhibitor-attendee interaction.

Giving your meeting a “green story” — a narrative that clearly 
communicates to attendees how your organization engages in 
responsible and sustainable policies, gives back to the commu-
nity, and supports local initiatives and domestic producers — is 
a win-win, strengthening your brand image and attendee buy-in 
all in one go.

George Andreopoulos, vice president of AMP Associated 
Marketing Partners, Anna Gilmore Hall, executive director of 
the Hearing Loss Association of America, and Al Hutchinson, 
vice president of convention sales and marketing at the Virginia 
Beach Convention and Visitors Bureau presented “Gaining by 
Greening: How to Communicate Your Sustainable Meeting Story 
for Maximum ROI” at the 2013 ASAE Annual Meeting. Here is 
a key takeaway from this learning lab: For-profit organizations 

are investing millions of dollars in social giveback and sustain-
ability to ensure their audiences feel good about their brand. 
They do so because they know that how people feel about their 
organizations impacts the sale of their products and services. 

Associations that embrace sustainable meetings have an 
opportunity to connect at a deeper level with their audience. 
To accomplish this, the most successful organizations get buy-
in from senior stakeholders and integrate these initiatives 
within their overall marketing strategy.

GREEN FROM THE GET GO
To create green meetings that resonate with attendees, sustain-

ability must be at the core of the planning process and policies, be-
ginning with the very first discussions you have with your venue. 

For Kate Hurst, director of events for the Washington, DC-
based U.S. Green Building Council, this begins with the RFP. “For 
the annual show Greenbuild, because of its size, when we bargain 
with the city, we’re very clear in our expectations around sustain-
ability with them before we will sign,” she says. “The expectations 
we have for the convention center are pretty comprehensive. We 
expect that they will commit to certain performance metrics 
around F&B sourcing and energy, water and cleaning product 

use. We’re still the only show I know that has mandatory green 
guidelines as part of the exhibitor contract covering how booths 
are designed, how they ship them, how booth staff travels and the 
way or amount of printed material they bring,” Hurst continues.

Carrie Abernathy, CMP, CEM, CSEP, director of educa-
tion, training and events for Reston, Virginia-based Practice 
Greenhealth agrees that this work begins with RFPs and contracts, 
particularly in the case of vendors. “We obviously work with envi-
ronmentally responsible vendors, and we put our vendors through 
an incredibly rigorous RFP process,” she explains. “We look at how 
they handle their waste to make sure that we’re using the green-
est and most sustainable vendors in the space. Stetson conven-
tion services is our general decorating contractor. They don’t use 
harmful chemicals in carpets, and everything printed is soy ink 
and recycled paper.

“F&B is one of the most painful things that I go through,” she 
continues. “It’s one of the things that’s on the RFP, and we can’t 
sign a contract unless they’re willing to work with us, but I feel 
like I have to fight with the chef and the F&B team every time I 
do an event. I try to go out six months in advance just to start that 
conversation with the chef. You go to the chef, hand them your 
budget and be realistic. I give them past menus and offer sugges-
tions, but sometimes their providers just aren’t willing to go to a 
higher-priced product to make sure it’s hormone-free, sustainable 
and local, and we have to go back and challenge them. We make 
sure that everything comes from no more than 100 miles away.”

HOW DO YOU GET THE MESSAGE OUT TO ATTENDEES? 
Many organizations put out reports after the fact highlighting 

the effects of their sustainable initiatives, but like green meeting 
policies themselves, building attendee enthusiasm in your meet-
ing’s green story must begin with the earliest communications. 

“We promote that we’re doing it in the first place in our registration 
materials and our organization website,” says Tony Pittman, CMP, 
program production coordinator of the Chicago-based Million 
Dollar Round Table.

While you can mention your upcoming green initiatives in 
promotional materials, incorporating it into the registration pro-
cess ensures that attendees see your efforts and understand how 
integrated they are into the event. “Something we do that every 
conference should do is the carbon offset,” says Abernathy. “The 
attendees can go in and make a donation during registration. Even 
if people can’t expense it, many people feel so strongly that they 
give the $5 or $10 personally.”

Immediately before and during their event, Greenbuild offers 
attendees tips on how to “green your Greenbuild” through addi-
tional pages on the event websites, a “10 Things You Can Do to 
Green Your Greenbuild” pre-show email, and highlighted actions 
in the event’s mobile app suggesting ways to further green their ex-
perience. “We also build it into the website. We have public transit 
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Lauren Kotkin holds a recycling bag 
at the ASAE Convene Green Alliance 
“Green Safari” tour of the Renaissance 
Arlington Capital View.

Give Your Meeting a ‘Green Story’

Paul Benson, executive chef, 
Distinctive Gourmet, the onsite 

caterer of the Virginia Beach 
Convention Center, selects fresh 

produce from their garden.
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By Gabi Logan
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information and a link that allows them to report hotel issues. We 
have basic contract language we require hotels to commit to, and 
attendees will report to us if hotels are not recycling amenities, re-
cyclables and towels. They’ll call and report on hotels if they aren’t 
following through,” says Hurst. 

“We also have a display that talks about the sustainability 
program that we build into the look of the show,” she continues. 

“Every year it’s slightly different, and it highlights different pieces. 
One year we created a touch wall that highlighted different things 
like the booths and merchandise bags. Attendees could touch or 
feel what they were and connect to the product visually.”

For green meeting professionals, a post-show sustainability 
report is now the norm, incorporating the amount of emissions 
offset, electricity and water saved, waste diverted from landfills, 
pounds of materials recycled and pounds of items donated. “We’ve 
been doing reports since the beginning in 2002, and we keep them 

all online,” says Hurst. “We circulate the report in the hospitality 
industry and to the Green Meetings Industry Council, who sends 
it out to their membership. In 2012, we updated the format so it’s 
broken out into case studies that are easy to digest and replicate.”

GREEN LOCATIONS BREED GREEN MEETINGS
One of the easiest ways to plan a green meeting without feel-

ing like you’re dragging the venue along with you kicking and 
screaming is to start with a venue that not only agrees to work 
with you on sustainable practices, but already has them in place. 
In recent years, Practice Greenhealth’s main event, CleanMed, has 
taken place in Boston, Chicago, Philadelphia, Seattle, Pittsburgh, 
Baltimore, Phoenix and Denver, because these cities offered the 
most sustainable options to their planners.

For his 7,000–8,000-attendee annual meeting, Pittman is 
always in search of a North American location where the con-

vention center already has its own sustainability programs. “Our 
meeting coming up in June is in Toronto, and they offer a program 
called ‘zero waste events.’ They say every trash item you produce 
is separated out and recycled, and at the end they tell you how 
much you recycled. They say on average 97 percent is reused or 
recycled. Any paper products they can recycle and a lot of the 
waste is food, which is composted or given to homeless shelters if 
that is appropriate.”

Booking a Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design 
(LEED)-certified venue, which meets nationally recognized 
benchmarks for green building and operations, makes incorpo-
rating sustainable practices easier for meeting planners and can 
increase excitement among attendees. “We prefer LEED-certified 
wherever possible,” says Abernathy. “Once they pass that, we know 
they’re at the highest standard of sustainability — nobody has a 
water bottle, everything is served on china, no plastic, no styro-
foam. But, especially for conferences this spring, we’re really hav-
ing a hard time getting into LEED-certified venues. It’s becoming 
more of a competitive space. People are really realizing that the 
green thing isn’t going away.”

“We would love to use LEED-certified hotels all the time,” Hurst 
agrees. “You at least know that the way that they were built and 
operate is in a sustainable manner, and that the things that are easy 
for an attendee to spot will be green. But in some cities they aren’t 
available or they aren’t the right fit for our meeting.”

As stock of LEED-certified venues is outpaced by demand, cit-
ies that make sustainability a priority allow planners to continue 
their policy mandates and meet sustainable benchmarks. “We 
were in Philadelphia last year, and they were committed to work-
ing with us on waste conversion. We haven’t gotten numbers 
back, but our goal was 75 percent waste diversion. Everyone was 
on board and supportive.” Since Greenbuild’s visit, Philadelphia 
has continued to follow the lead set by their event and further 
optimized their sustainable practices, landing them a spot on 
GreenBiz.com’s 2014 list of the top 10 U.S. cities for green meetings.

HOW DOES GOING GREEN AFFECT YOUR BOTTOM LINE?
Though the ROI of these measures is becoming better under-

stood, planners — and those who approve their budgets — have 
mixed feelings as to the cost of sustainable initiatives. According 
to Pittman, “Being green is not cheap. I like that a lot of other 
places are starting to do locally sourced menus. It’s good for com-
munity and environment, because they’re not transporting stuff 
all over the place. However, it is a little more expensive because of 
that. We noticed higher prices last year when we did our meeting 
in Philadelphia, and we’re noticing higher F&B this year. With the 
Fairmont (Eco-Meet) program, I’m sure that the greener it is, the 
more it’s going to cost you.”

But while Pittman finds that the more sustainable initiatives he 
implements, the higher the price tag, not all planners are seeing 

this relationship. “I haven’t come across a hotel that has additional 
costs around that,” says Hurst. “It would be really disappointing if 
that were the direction the industry was heading in. Having pitch-
ers of water instead of bottles is less expensive for the hotel as well 
as the planet.

“We’ll pay higher dollar for local or organic food, and we’ve 
built that into the budget,” she continues, “but we communicate 
with F&B that we’re flexible with the menus and that if they have 
a certain vegetable and something happens with the crop and they 
have to get something else, we have no problem with last min-
ute changes.”

Abernathy agrees that F&B is the hardest area to negotiate, but 
highlights a key tactic for justifying the cost: trimming elsewhere. 

“I think only the F&B is something we pay a premium for, but we 
do save a lot of money in the marketing and printing department 
by not sending flyers and printing brochures.” 

Pittman has revamped both his event and membership sign-
ups to reap sizable savings on paper, shipping and in-house pro-
cessing time. “We are pretty much paperless here,” he says. “This 
is the first year that our membership application is only available 
online, but we’re weaning them away from paper. We used to have 
several big mailings every year. So far, they like it. It’s straightfor-
ward, easy to use and lowers response time. We used to have a 
whole department that basically from three to four months out 
of the year was just inputting. Now, with it being online, half their 
work is done already.”

No matter the goals — and even the outcomes — of sustainable 
and responsible meeting initiatives, their success is dependent on 
attendee buy-in and enthusiasm more than any other metric. It’s 
a crucial part of justifying ROI. In its meeting planning and evalu-
ation process, Greenbuild focuses on six key objectives: moving 
toward a zero waste event, increasing stakeholder education and 
engagement, improving sustainable sourcing, improving perfor-
mance tracking, reducing greenhouse gas emissions and positively 
impacting communities.

Remember that involving attendees in and educating them on 
what you’re doing is, in its own way, nearly as impactful as having 
a zero waste event. AC&F

Green Cities, Venues and Hotels Planners Recommend
1. San Francisco. “We had a great 

expo in 2012 in San Francisco,” 
says Kate Hurst of the U.S. Green 
Building Council. “It’s eco-heaven. 
In particular though, they have 
a lot of older hotels, and a lot of 
historic properties have taken the 
time to retrofit and implement 
sustainable operations.”

2. Toronto. In addition to zero waste 
events, “you can have all your 
electricity be green from dams or 
wind turbines,” says Tony Pittman 
of the Million Dollar Round Table. 
“At the end of the event, they give 
you a certificate that says how much 
energy you offset.”

3. Chicago. “We took our annual 
conference there twice, and the first 
year they bent over backwards to 
work with us on sustainable needs 
at the convention center,” says Hurst. 
“They implemented and kept a lot 
of practices.”

4. The Vancouver Convention Center. 
“They make it easy for us. I don’t 
have to fight to get sustainable, 
farm-fresh food, and everything is 
recyclable,” says Carrie Abernathy of 
Practice Greenhealth.

5. Hyatt Regency. Hyatt Regency 
partners with the Clean the World 
Foundation to recycle bar soaps 
from guest rooms. In six months, 

one participating hotel alone 
diverted 3,000 pounds of waste 
from landfills with the program, 
which aims to prevent the top two 
diseases that together claim the 
lives of 9,000 children under five 
years old every day.

6. Fairmont Hotels & Resorts. 
With Eco-Meet, the Fairmont 
staff examines four components 
— eco-service, eco-food, eco-
accommodations and eco-programs 
— to make sure every step of your 
meeting is sustainable. 

7. Omni Dallas Convention Center 
Hotel. “They’re really incredible. 
It’s gold LEED-certified, and they’re 
doing amazing things with farm-to-
table food,” says Abernathy.

8. The Virginia Beach Convention 
Center. The nation’s first 
convention center to earn LEED 
Gold certification from the U.S. 
Green Building Council, the 
convention center has spearheaded 
green practices throughout the 
state. http://www.visitvirginiabeach.
com/conventioncenter/
greeninitiatives.aspx — GL

Paradise Point Resort & Spa, by Destination 
Hotels & Resorts, was named Recycler of the 
Year by the City of San Diego for their green 
initiatives including the all-electric car2go car-
sharing program for guest and employee use.
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“We prefer LEED-
certified wherever 

possible. We know they’re 
at the highest standard 

of sustainability. It’s 
becoming more of a 

competitive space. 
People are really 

realizing that the green 
thing isn’t going away.”

Carrie Abernathy,CMP, CEM, 
CSEP, Director of Education 
Training and Events 
Practice Greenhealth  
Reston, Virginia
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Convention Center Update

By John Buchanan

Sensational Spaces 
and Free Wi-Fi Top 
Planners’ Wish Lists

Expectations
Rising

Convention centers — a foundational pillar of the 
association meeting and convention marketplace 

— are now a focal point of concern among many 
meeting planners. An emerging consensus appears 
to be that too many A-list destination facilities are 

becoming oppressively expensive, while at the same time often 
lagging behind when it comes to state-of-the-art technology and 
the specific services that planners currently demand.

The overarching issue at the moment for association meet-
ing planners is the cost and quality of the Wi-Fi service available 
within a convention center. Because most attendees now bring at 
least two mobile devices — a smartphone and a laptop or tablet 
computer — with them to a convention or meeting, and exhibi-
tors depend on dependable high-speed Wi-Fi as a practical sales 
and promotional tool, it is now vital to an event’s success. 

At the same time, however, the rising cost of Wi-Fi service is a 
challenge for many planners stifled by tight post-recession bud-

gets. As a result, an emerging trend is toward free Wi-Fi through-
out the facility as a standard amenity.

“We are going to Detroit next year for our annual meeting,” says 
Allison Wachter, director of exhibits and registration at ASAE: The 
Center for Association Leadership in Washington, DC.

“And they offer free Wi-Fi, including on the exhibit floor. So that 
means we do not have to pay the cost. And that is a huge cost 
advantage for us.” 

However, Wachter says, the vast majority of convention cen-
ters are still charging for Wi-Fi service. “And on the exhibit floor, it 
can be very expensive,” she said.

ASAE does buyouts of the available Internet service at conven-
tion centers and provides it to attendees and also in the exhibit hall. 

“But in the exhibit hall, we don’t overly promote the fact that we’re 
offering it, especially to exhibitors,” Wachter said, noting that the 
service is primarily intended as a convenience for attendees.

David DuBois, CMP, CAE, FASAE, CTA, president and CEO 
of the Dallas-based International Association of Exhibitions and 
Events (IAEE), agrees that the cost and availability of Wi-Fi ser-
vice is now a key consideration for virtually all show managers and 
meeting planners.

THE GREAT WI-FI DEBATE
Until recently, DuBois says, it was broadly accepted by plan-

ners and associations that free Wi-Fi would be provided for basic 
uses such as email and Internet access in certain public areas of a 
convention center, with other areas — including the exhibit floor 

— carrying a fee. “But as meeting planners look for ways to reduce 
their costs, they’re aggressively requesting now that facilities pro-
vide free Wi-Fi everywhere, including on the exhibit hall floor,” 
he says. “One reason for that is they don’t want to have to charge 

those costs back to exhibitors. But you’re talking about millions 
and millions of dollars in infrastructure upgrades just if conven-
tion centers say yes to that. So the question then becomes who’s 
going to pay for those upgrades to the facility? And then who is 
going to pay the additional millions of dollars that will be required 
to pay for the necessary bandwidth?” 

Marguerite Leishman, meetings manager for the Alexandria, 
Virginia-based Association for Career and Technical Education, 
whose annual meeting each fall draws about 3,500 attendees, says 
that the question of whether a convention center offers free or at 
least reduced-fee Wi-Fi service throughout the center is a key con-
sideration for her. 

However, she says, lack of such a concession is not a 
deal-breaker.

“But in looking at destinations for future meetings, we have en-
countered convention centers that proudly say, ‘We offer free Wi-
Fi throughout our facility, including in the exhibit hall.’ And these 
days, that might be the very first thing they say.”

And if such a concession is introduced, Leishman says, it goes 
into the plus column of her overall assessment of the viability of 
the facility. “That’s because it’s now very expensive for us to try to 
offer that to our members if we have to pay for it,” she says.

Based on ever-increasing demand from planners, Leishman 

believes that eventually free Wi-Fi throughout the facility will in-
deed become a standard amenity. “I think that is going to happen 
because they will begin to understand that the issue is at the top 
of our list, because our attendees and exhibitors now expect that,” 
Leishman says. 

Wachter concurs that based on planner demand, free universal 
Wi-Fi is likely to become a standard concession in the future.

Johnnie White, CMP, executive director of the Center for 
Education at the New York-based Cardiovascular Research 
Foundation and a recent past chair of the Professional Convention 
Management Association, agrees that the industry trend is now 
toward free Wi-Fi at convention centers as a standard amenity. But 
he’s not so sure just how far it will extend. 

“I do think there will be some kind of free Wi-Fi, but when you 
get into the details of what the bandwidth is or what the threshold 
is for the service they will provide, that remains to be determined,” 
says White, whose annual meeting draws about 12,000 attendees. 

“And I think the next basic area of discussion will be around exactly 
what bandwidth is going to be free.” 

BANDWIDTH AND QUALITY OF SERVICE
A related point of current discussion — and planner concern — 

is the bandwidth and overall quality of the Wi-Fi service provided 

One of many entertainers, William Close and the Earth Harp Collective performed at the grand opening of the Pacific Ballroom at the Long Beach Arena.
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“The bottom line for 
associations is their 
budgets. And if the big 
convention centers in 
major destinations start 
pricing themselves out of 
our budgets, it will just 
become a matter of not 
being able to go there.”

Allison Wachter  
Director of Exhibits and 

Registration 
ASAE 

Washington, DC
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by convention centers. It’s not uncommon today for major meet-
ings to suffer crashes, especially during large and complex general 
sessions — or hear complaints from attendees about slow Internet 
access or the inability to use social media because available band-
width has been largely consumed.

White says he hears such concerns from both show organizers 
and meeting planners.

He tells the story of a show organizer who not long ago asked 
for free Wi-Fi throughout the convention center, including on the 
exhibit floor. “And what happened then was that the freight eleva-
tor broke down in the middle of her move-in,” White says. “And 
the director of operations for the convention center, when con-
fronted by the show organizer, who was very upset because the 
breakdown of the elevator was increasing her labor costs and she 
wanted to be reimbursed, said: ‘You know, things are just coming 
to a point where we have to be able to have honest conversations 
about these things. Because of all the money we spent to oper-
ate the Wi-Fi system because you wanted it for free, I didn’t have 
the money in my capital budget to fix the elevator, which I knew 
needed repair. But I had to put it off.’ That story is a good example 
of the reality that convention centers today are often between a 
rock and a hard place when it comes to money.” 

Leishman says she also is aware of the inferior technology ca-
pabilities at some convention centers. “I absolutely find that to 
be true,” she says. “I agree completely with that assessment. We 
would not have our general sessions depend on the Wi-Fi capa-
bilities within the facility, because based on the bandwidth they 
have, I don’t think most convention centers are prepared to deal 
with what we need.” 

On the other hand, Leishman says, some of the best facilities 
in the country, such as those in Anaheim, California, and Austin, 
Texas, have set the standard for state-of-the-art technology, with 
basic Wi-Fi services provided today at no cost. 

Meanwhile, the Ernest N. Morial Convention Center in New 
Orleans — the sixth largest convention center in the U.S. — now 

boasts a one gigabyte fiber optic Internet backbone that is 100 
percent redundant, providing meeting planners with truly state-
of-the-art technological capabilities.

“So in that sense,” Leishman says, “these other centers are now 
lagging behind. And if they continue to do that, I think they’re go-
ing to start losing business.” 

RISING COSTS
Over and above the cost of Internet service is the reality that 

costs, in general, are now rising sharply at many convention cen-
ters — and especially those in high-demand destinations.

In one sense, such cost increases are a natural result of the deep 
recession and meeting industry slowdown of 2009–2010. Just as 
in the hotel business, the proverbial meeting industry pendulum 
is swinging back to a seller’s market. And planners are now paying 
the price for that, both literally and figuratively.

“What you’re not seeing anymore is what you saw a few years 
ago, which was convention centers giving everything away for 
free,” White says. “Not only is that not happening anymore, but 
now they’re charging you for anything and everything. That’s the 
big change I see.”

Wachter agrees, based both on direct experience and from an-
ecdotal accounts from ASAE members, that costs are now rising 
sharply.” And it is not just basic rental fees that are increasing,” she 
says. “More and more convention centers are turning more and 
more services into exclusive relationships with third-party vendors, 

and they’re saying you have to use this security vendor, you have to 
use this AV vendor. And one area where we’ve started to see that 
lately has been rigging. And all of that increases your costs.” 

A number of major associations, including ASAE, are now 
resisting such acute challenges to their budgets. “We’re definitely 
pushing back,” Wachter says. “For example, we lean pretty heavily 
on our CVBs to help us negotiate those kinds of things.”

One issue that is difficult, if not impossible, to negotiate is the 
generally higher costs of a union convention center versus a non-
union facility in a right-to-work state or city.

“I think the union issue plays into (cost concerns) exponentially, 
because you definitely have less ability to negotiate with a union 
facility than you would a non-union building,” Wachter says. “On 
the other hand, I don’t think unions are ever going to go away. If 
anything, I think we might see more convention centers going 
union. So unions are here to stay.” 

Meanwhile, says White, it now requires two or three workers 
from different unions — which often invoke a four-hour or even 
eight-hour minimum to perform even the easiest task — to do 
something as simple as order and place a table.

Given such outrageous examples of the often exorbitant costs 
of union services, DuBois believes that “the good news is that 
they’re becoming more flexible in their work rules. And part of 
that means that at least in some cases, you don’t have to pay $100 
anymore to have somebody come over for five minutes and screw 
in a light bulb.”

White cites another cost-related issue that is of growing concern 
to planners — the proliferation of exclusive third-party vendors for 
services such as F&B, audio-visual or rigging. “And you know when 
these third-party vendors are servicing you, based on the contract 
they have with the facility, that they’re generating (profits) from 
the services.” That’s because the vendors typically mark up the ser-
vice, with a percentage of their profits being shared with the facility, 
while if the association had bought the same service directly, they 
would have saved money.

Leishman shares the concern about exclusive vendors. “If you 
want those services, they kind of have you over a barrel,” she says. 

Despite such concerns from planners, the bottom-line reality of 
the convention center industry will continue to drive cost increas-
es, DuBois says. That’s because convention centers, which often 
are publicly owned facilities, are under unprecedented pressure to 
reduce their annual operating losses. For decades before the reces-
sion, convention centers were seen as “loss leader” facilities that in 
turn generated millions of dollars each year in hotel room nights, 
F&B revenue and transportation services. Today, however, with 
city and state budgets even tighter than meeting planning budgets, 
public officials such as mayors and city council members are de-
manding that convention centers raise their prices to cover their 
operating expenses — or at least reduce their traditional losses. 

Beyond that, DuBois says, there also is a larger market re-
ality at play.

“The cost of living goes up every year,” he says. “And for conven-
tion centers, labor costs and other costs go up every year. That’s just 
the reality. So the real issue is that if planners want to go to a desti-
nation where there is high demand like New York or San Francisco, 
they are going to have to pay for the right to be in that city. If you 
want to drive a Mercedes, you have to pay for a Mercedes. And 

you can’t buy a Mercedes on a Mini-Cooper budget. It’s as sim-
ple as that.” 

IMPACT ON DESTINATION SELECTION
Given the simple and inexorable market dynamics cited by 

DuBois and the equally simple and inexorable budgetary pressures 
planners face, one result of the recession and meeting industry re-
covery has been increased interest in second-tier destinations as a 
cost-cutting alternative for many meetings.

“The bottom line for associations is their budgets,” Wachter 

says. “And if the big convention centers in major destinations 
start pricing themselves out of our budgets, it will just become 
a matter of not being able to go there. So I definitely think that 
more planners will start looking at alternative destinations that 
are more affordable.” 

DuBois agrees there is now more demand for second-tier desti-
nations. “Cities with populations of 500,000 to 800,000 people and 
good mid-sized convention centers and a nice, tight downtown 
that is walkable are becoming more of an option, as compared 
to a bigger, more expensive destination,” he says. “The problem 
is, those destinations are sometimes harder to sell to the associa-
tion’s board of directors because they are often concerned that a 
second-tier city won’t draw the same attendance as a Chicago or 
Los Angeles. Or the board might say, ‘That second-tier city is just 
not sexy enough for me.’ ” 

Nevertheless, Leishman says, many association planners will be 
forced by their budgets to look beyond traditional A-list destina-
tions. “We now look at all our options,” she says. “So we have al-
ready been in second-tier cities like St. Louis and Kansas City. We 
look for destinations that we think our attendees will be attracted 
to and where we will get the best deal and the best service. So for us, 
a second-tier city can be just as attractive to us and our attendees 
as a first-tier city.”

In the future, Leishman says, the uncomplicated formula she fol-
lows will become standard operating procedure for most planners.

The remodeled Hall A entrance to the newly expanded and renovated 
Ernest N. Morial New Orleans Convention Center in New Orleans.
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“I do think there will 
be some kind of free 
Wi-Fi, but when you 
get into the details of 
what the bandwidth is 
or what the threshold is 
for the service they will 
provide, that remains 
to be determined.” 

Johnnie White, CMP  
Executive Director 

Center for Education Cardiovascular 
Research Foundation 

 New York, NY 

“Cities with populations 
of 500,000 to 800,000 

people and good 
mid-sized convention 

centers and a nice, 
tight downtown that is 
walkable are becoming 

more of an option.”

David DuBois, CMP, CAE, FASAE, CTA  
President and CEO 
International Association of  
Exhibits and Events 
Dallas, TX
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“And that,” she says, “is what we’re looking for — good rates at 
hotels and good rates at the convention center.” 

NEW AND NOTEWORTHY
The Anaheim Convention Center’s 200,000-sf expansion proj-

ect will create state-of-the-art multipurpose, flexible meeting and 
exhibit space. The development will involve the replacement of 
existing parking spaces, addition of new loading docks, vehicular 
entrance and a climate-controlled pedestrian bridge that will con-
nect to the existing facility. The project is slated to begin late sum-
mer of 2014 and is expected to be completed by fall of 2016. Today, 
the 1.6-million-sf facility is the largest convention center on the West 
Coast boasting  815,000 sf of exhibit space, 130,000 sf of meeting 
space and outdoor function space such as the 100,000-sf Grand 
Plaza, which opened last year. 

Nashville has raised the bar on what constitutes a state-of-the-
art modern convention center. Last year, it debuted its much-antici-
pated, $623 million Music City Center complex that includes a 1.2 
million-sf convention center and a $250 million, 800-room Omni 
Nashville convention center hotel. 

The new expansion plans for the Ernest N. Morial Convention 
Center in New Orleans include private development of a hotel, con-
dos and retail space on a site upriver from the facility. The 1.1 mil-
lion-sf convention center recently added a new 60,300-sf Great Hall 
and 25,400 sf of multipurpose prefunction space. The Great Hall in-
cludes a 4,660-sf junior ballroom, complete with a 3,420-sf rooftop 
terrace, a 980-sf indoor balcony and a 5,700-sf executive club lounge.  

The Las Vegas Sands Expo Center completed a $37 million 
renovation last December including a major bandwidth upgrade.

The 600,000-sf Albuquerque Convention Center is currently 
undergoing a $22 million redesign and renovation that will be com-
pleted this summer.

The Long Beach Arena added a new Pacific Ballroom spe-
cial event venue as part of a $10 million renovation project. The 
Pacific Ballroom creates a “loft-style” ballroom out of the arena’s 
floor space with one of the largest-ever “flying” steel truss grid 
systems suspended above the 45,000-sf arena floor.   This grid 
system can be raised or lowered in minutes to provide the per-
fect ceiling height for any event, transforming the arena from a 
hockey venue filled with 13,000 raucous fans into an ideal meet-
ing space for up to 5,000 reception guests. The grid contains a 
$1.6 million state-of-the-art sound and theatrical lighting system 
that can be customized by the event planner. Electronically op-
erated curtain walls drop down to cover the arena’s upper deck 
seating, completing the creation of the Pacific Ballroom at the 
Long Beach Arena.  

Groundbreaking on the Palm Beach County Convention 
Center Hilton Hotel is expected by mid-May. The 403-room 
Hilton is expected to open in late 2015, boosting the profile of 
the 12-year-old Palm Beach County Convention Center. 

The Ontario Convention Center, Ontario, California, is fre-
quently used by filmmakers as an onsite location for movies and 
commercials. Contemporary in design and equipped with the 
latest in technology, it boasts more than 225,000 sf of flexible ex-
hibit, meeting and function space, and is ideal for conventions, 

trade shows, exhibits and meetings. The Ontario Convention 
Center provides a full range of technology services, including 
Wi-Fi, Internet, DS3 and video-conferencing capabilities.

The center features signature and custom-made menus in-
cluding a variety of international, regional and healthful fare, 
which is prepared with the freshest ingredients, premium meats 
and seafood, and produce from local farms and growers.

MGM Resorts International has announced plans to add 
more than 350,000 sf of exhibit space to the existing 1.7-million-
sf Mandalay Bay Convention Center, as well as underground 
parking and more carpeted ballroom space. Upon completion, 
the Mandalay Bay Convention Center will boast more than 2 mil-

lion total sf and 1.1 million sf of exhibit space. This elevates its 
ranking in North America from No. 7 to No. 5 in total square feet 
and from No. 11 to No. 5 in square feet of exhibit space.

The $520 million Marriott Marquis Washington, DC 
opened May 1, marking Marriott International’s 4,000th ho-
tel. Connected via underground concourse to the Walter E. 
Washington Convention Center, the 1,175-room Marriott 
Marquis offers more than 105,000 sf of meeting space including 
83 meeting rooms, a 31,000-sf Marquis Ballroom, two 11,000-
sf  ballrooms, an 18,000-sf indoor event terrace, and a 5,200-sf 
outdoor event terrace. The below-grade meeting space (Marriott 
Marquis is as deep — 94 feet — as it is tall) has been designed to 
incorporate natural light that filters several floors down into the 
meeting corridors from the open spaces above.

The Westin Hotels & Resorts brand will be the official flagship 
of the Irving Convention Center at Las Colinas headquarters 
hotel, set to break ground in Irving, Texas, later this year with a 
grand opening slated for late 2015.

Groundbreaking was held recently for the 1,000-room 
Marriott Marquis Houston convention headquarters hotel, 
which is scheduled to open in summer 2016 and will be the 
second 1,000-room hotel attached to the George R. Brown 
Convention Center.

Kentucky lawmakers approved a major makeover to the tune 
of $50 million for the Kentucky International Convention 
Center, which is located downtown in the city of Louisville. The 
renovation will add nearly 100,000 sf of connected convention 
space, as well as improved meeting rooms.

The Minneapolis Convention Center, the largest convention 
center in the Upper Midwest, has achieved Level One certifica-
tion to the ASTM Standard pertaining to the Evaluation and 
Selection of Venues for Environmentally Sustainable Meetings, 
Events, Trade Shows and Conferences.  AC&F

An artist’s rendering of the expanded Anaheim Convention Center.
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“We look for destinations 
that we think our 
attendees will be 

attracted to and where 
we will get the best deal 
and best service. For us, 

a second-tier city can 
be just as attractive to 

us and our attendees 
as a first-tier city.”

Marguerite Leishman  
Meetings Manager 
Association for Career and 
Technical Education 
Alexandria, VA

A 403-room Hilton hotel is expected to open in late 2015 next to the Palm 
Beach County Convention Center.
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We can help you realize a whole new level 
of meeting success and fun in Ontario, 
California. Convenient airport access lets 
you fl y right into the heart of Southern 
California’s best.
 
A state-of-the-art convention center. World-
class shopping. Beautiful weather. All ready 
and waiting for you when the business day is 
done. 
 
Meet, explore and connect in Greater 
Ontario, California. For information 
on your next meeting adventure, visit: 
discoverontariocalifornia.org/meetings
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Trade Shows

By Patrick Simms

Exhibition Planning 
Executives Put New Trends 
and Tactics Into Practice

Show Floor
Successes

The current health of the trade show industry can be 
sized up from a variety of angles, including revenue for 
host organizations, attendance numbers, attendee and 
exhibitor spend, and performance of newly launched 
shows. Fortunately, there seems to be no sign of weak-

ness in any of these metrics.
The International Association of Exhibitions and Events (IAEE) 

new Public Events Industry Report notes that 95 percent of sur-
veyed organizers of business-to-consumer events indicate better 
or nearly the same revenue results for 2013. In addition, the report 
reveals that most newly launched public events “met or exceeded 
expectations,” and that the auto, F&B, and kids/family/lifestyle/
pets sectors “all report seeing signs of recovery moving into 2014.” 

In terms of attendee and exhibitor spend at trade shows, the num-
bers are robust, at least according to Pricewaterhouse Coopers’ 
recent study, commissioned by the Center for Exhibition Industry 
Research (CEIR). In 2012, attendees accounted for $44.8 billion in 
direct spend while exhibitors accounted for $24.5 billion across 
the 11,000 exhibitions that CEIR tracks. 

Such statistics demonstrate that trade shows have been a 
strong economic engine in the U.S., and recent attendance num-
bers at many major shows ensure that it will continue to be so. 
Association management and services company SmithBucklin, 
via its Chicago and Washington, DC offices, serves well over 100 
trade show clients, including some of the country’s fastest-grow-
ing shows in terms of attendance numbers and net square footage, 

including ASHE (American Society for Healthcare Engineering) 
Annual Conference & Technical Exhibition, AONE (American 
Organization of Nurse Executives) Annual Meeting & Exposition, 
and America’s Beauty Show. The success of the latter show is par-
ticularly reassuring, since the beauty products segment is very 
sensitive to economic ups and downs.

“Attendance across the board has been up, so that’s been great,” 
says Carol McGury, SmithBucklin’s executive vice president, 
event and education services. And thus far this year, “we’ve seen 
growth in some of the smaller shows of 80–100 exhibitors. In ad-
dition, we have new clients in all three of our industry practices: 
business trade, health care and scientific, and technology. They in-
clude AOCA (Automotive Oil Change Association) and HBMA 
(Healthcare Billing and Management Association).”

STRENGTHENING ECONOMY BUILDS 
EXHIBITOR STRENGTH

Many factors can influence show growth and performance, 
but the primary one is the vitality of the target industry. For 
example, the 37th National Association of Music Merchants 
(NAMM) Show, held January 23–26 in Anaheim, California, 
saw 1,533 exhibiting companies representing 5,010 brands, the 
second-highest number ever, as well as a 2 percent increase in 
buyers over 2013. “In part, the show’s growth is a reflection of 
steady post-recession growth in the music product industry,” says 
Cindy Sample, NAMM’s director of trade show operations. “The 
NAMM Show is a platform for the industry, and the growth of 
the show reflects what is happening in the global music product 
marketplace. There were many new exhibiting brands entrepre-
neurs who have enough restored faith in the economy to launch 
their dreams at the show. The music product industry is also see-
ing growth in buyers and exhibitors from the pro audio and music 
technology segments.” The NAMM Show, the largest trade show 
held at the Anaheim Convention Center, drew more than 96,000 
registrants, including music products industry retailers, buyers, 
manufacturers, sales representatives, musicians and media from 
around the world.

A different corner of the entertainment industry, represented 
by the IAAPA (International Association of Amusement Parks 
and Attractions), is also doing well, resulting in a 10-year high in 
the number of exhibitors and registrants at the 2013 Attractions 
Expo. A big reason is “the overall health of the global attractions 
industry, which is in the midst of tremendous growth, especially 
in Asia,” comments Ryan Strowger, V.P., exhibitions, conferences 
and sales. “As new markets emerge, the need for new, innovative 
product increases, so one might anticipate that this would there-
fore be reflected in the overall size of the Expo.”

EDUCATIONAL CONTENT AND VERTICAL MARKETS
New vertical markets represented within a show often go 

hand in hand with new buyers, and the host association does 
well to ensure they are fully engaged. That means more than 
having exhibitors catering to their product interests; in addi-
tion, their educational interests should be reflected in the pro-
gram content. Typically, associations rely on member commit-
tees to develop content, and trust that the resulting program 

will “address the latest trends, hot topics and best practices,” 
says Strowger, noting that the IAAPA’s 30-member commit-
tees evaluate presentation proposals for the Attractions Expo’s 
education conference. And while trends and niche interests are 
important, those topics with the widest appeal must remain 
at the core.

NAMM’s Sample adds, “Certain topics, such as promotions, 
social media, lesson programs, finance and inventory manage-
ment, appeal to an enormous segment of our attendance. We’re 
able to attract an extremely broad group of attendees by focus-
ing on these topics.”

The general trend in recent years has been to channel that key 
content into fewer sessions. “The older, stodgier thinking about 
events is that we’ve got to have 500 different sessions to have 
something for everybody,” McGury says, referring to the mind-
set of  five to 10 years ago. “Now we’re seeing more quality vs. 
quantity. It’s about figuring out what demographic you’re going 
after, and making more educated decisions about the balance of 
sessions and who the presenters will be.” For example, NAMM 
has found that relevant music business professionals drive at-
tendance at educational sessions more than outside speakers.

Similarly, the exhibition experience should be streamlined 
with demographics in mind, says McGury: “You really need to 
understand your audience to know whether you have the right 
exhibitors on the floor, because it’s not a strong strategy to sell 
somebody to be on your floor if they don’t have a real fit with 
your audience.” An excessive number of education sessions 
also can frustrate attendees who are faced with myriad choices, 
which is why more organizations are looking at offering content 

The National Association of Music Merchants has found that relevant music business professionals drive attendance at educational sessions more than 
outside speakers. The 2014 NAMM Show (shown) attracted more than 96,000 registrants and 1,533 exhibiting companies. 
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“We make sure it’s easy 
to find a company or 

a product. It also can 
be effective to create 

feature areas that 
will draw buyers and 

attendees through 
new exhibit spaces so 
they become familiar 

with those areas.”

Cindy Sample  
Director of Trade Show Operations 
National Association of Music 
Merchants 
Carlsbad, CA
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on an ongoing basis through virtual programs, as opposed to 
compressing too much into the live event.

CUSTOMER-CENTRIC FOCUS 
In these ways, trade shows are becoming more customer-cen-

tric, a priority that is reflected in more than just educational con-
tent delivery. “What can we do to make this show better and more 
effective for (attendees with specific interests)?” asks Jim Pittas, 
vice president, trade shows with PMMI — The Association for 
Packaging and Processing Technologies, which runs Pack Expo. 

“We’ve spent a lot of money, time and effort on creating products 
and services just for those attendees. When you ask our attendees 
what they do for a living, they don’t say, ‘I work in the packaging 
industry,’ they say beverage or baking or pharma. So we have all 
these vertical markets that make up Pack Expo.” 

As an example of these targeted products and services, Pittas 
cites “lounges and learning centers on the floor that we have co-
opted with other trade associations, such as the Candy Bar, which 
is supported by the National Confectioners Association. We make 
that the meeting place for attendees in the confectionary industry.” 
The lounges include reception areas with F&B service. Pittas ex-
plains, “We found through our research that attendees, as much 
as they want to talk to exhibitors and see new technologies, they 
want to talk to each other as well. So we create these networking 
lounges on the floor that are branded by the vertical industry and 
endorsed by the end-user association. It’s been very successful.”

INTERACTIVE PRODUCT THEATERS 
AND LEARNING LOUNGES

Within the last three years or so, both networking and educa-
tion have been increasingly supported by specialized venues on 
the exhibit floor. Product theaters, led by exhibitors, have been 
utilized for well over five years, but McGury stresses that the ap-
proach to these presentations has become much more interactive. 
In the past, the theaters were simply used to give product updates, 
whereas now presenters “hit the main concepts and then engage 
in a conversation with the customers, who may discuss how they 

(applied) the solution in a way that worked for their company. So 
that is the evolution of these theaters and learning lounges in the 
last few years: People are setting aside physical space to engage in 
dialogues,” she explains. “Theaters and learning centers also are 
physically set up differently so that it doesn’t feel like you’re walk-
ing into a booth; they may be set off with hard walls and have 
chairs circling around the presenter to create more of an inter-
active environment.” In fact, the capacity to facilitate dialogue, 
not merely lecture, is a desirable quality in presenters these days, 
McGury adds.

The learning lounges on the show floor also can serve double 
duty: Not only can exhibitors take the stage here, but speakers 
from the educational sessions also can continue their presenta-
tions at the venues. For example, they might not have had time 
for a Q&A at the end of their talk, and that can be conducted 
in a learning lounge. McGury sees Q&As increasingly extending 
into the virtual space, with social media such as Twitter being ef-
fectively used as audience response systems. “Because everyone 
is more comfortable with how to use social media, I think you’re 
going to see a prevalence of (social media-enabled Q&As) in 
the future.”

EVENT TIMING AND SHOW FLOOR STRATEGY
Show floor theaters and lounges also afford the exhibition 

more drawing power. For instance, the IAAPA Theater “allows 
for marquee events to take place in the exhibit hall, ensuring at-
tendees can remain on the floor longer,” Strowger notes. However, 
the timing of these special events — whether product theaters, 

receptions, gaming and so on — must respect the need for regu-
lar booth traffic. Staging several events concurrently, for example, 
might divert too many buyers from the exhibits.

The same principle applies to the timing of the education ses-
sions. “The education sessions are strategically timed so they do 
not compete with peak floor hours, allowing attendees to maxi-
mize their time talking to exhibitors,” Strowger says.

The IAAPA, like many associations, takes a multipronged ap-

proach to maximizing exhibit floor traffic: “There is a restaurant 
on the show floor so attendees do not have to leave the floor to 
get something to eat, and we recently added benches throughout 
the floor so attendees can rest without leaving the floor,” she says. 

“In addition, the pavilions for specific product categories and ma-
jor cross aisles allow attendees to more easily navigate the floor.” 
Similarly, the NAMM Show floor is organized by neighborhoods 
representing segments of the music product marketplace. “These 
neighborhoods assist buyer and attendee navigation,” 
says Sample. “We make sure it’s easy to find a company or 
a product. It also can be effective to create feature areas 
that will draw buyers and attendees through new exhibit 
spaces so they become familiar with those areas.”

VIRTUAL REALITIES
Online exhibitor directories are commonly used to 

help attendees plan their booth visitation itinerary, but 
the interactive “virtual trade show” has been much less 
common, and some feel its value proposition is question-
able. “We have looked at a couple different models for 
virtual trade shows, and we’re not afraid to do it, say to 
risk cannibalizing our live attendance,” Pittas says. “But 
the thing that’s always struck me about those who have done a 
virtual trade show is that they’re not doing it now. Nobody has 
really come up with a model that has gotten any kind of traction.” 

The viability of a virtual trade show likely depends on the audi-
ence, however. For example, in the technology sphere, attendees 
may be more open to interacting with exhibitors solely through a 
virtual medium. “I think there have been some instances where 
(show owners) have said, ‘Hey, that’s cool technology. Why don’t 
we do a virtual trade show?’ without understanding the demo-
graphics of their audience and whether there’s a need,” McGury 
says. As an example of a successful virtual trade show, she cites 
one that SmithBucklin orchestrated for VMUG, a VMware user 
group, with about 8,000 attendees. “But this was a group that 
could afford the technology,” she adds.

While not keen on virtual trade shows, PMMI is investing in 
developing a digital strategy over the next few years to support its 
lineup of six shows: the venerable Pack Expo International, held in 
Chicago; Pack Expo Las Vegas; Pharma Expo, a joint venture with 
ISPE; Expo Pack Mexico and Expo Pack Guadalajara; and the new 
Pack Expo East, which will be launched in Philadelphia next year.

OFFSHOOT SHOWS
PMMI is no stranger to launching offshoot shows: Pack Expo 

Las Vegas began as a West Coast version of the Chicago show, 
Pittas notes, and the Guadalajara show is an offshoot of the 
Mexico City show. Researching what attendees want in terms of 
regional show offerings is critical, so when it came to launching 
Pack Expo Las Vegas, the “big push” was the fact that “our mem-

bers were really frustrated with the offerings out West compared 
to what they were getting from us in Chicago,” Pittas explains. 
Similarly, member surveys narrowed down the site choices for 
the new Pack Expo East to Philadelphia, and informed the deci-
sion that the show should be a standard Pack Expo instead of a 
specialized pharma show.

As the trade show industry continues its upward trend, some 
associations may judge that the market can bear additional re-

gional versions of their shows. Although there is the promise of 
new revenue, there is also the possibility that the new shows may 
siphon away attendees from existing shows, especially in regions 
that are relatively close. For example, at the time Pack Expo Las 
Vegas was being considered, “I can guarantee you that the conver-
sation was, are we going to cannibalize Chicago, not just in atten-
dance but also in exhibit space?” Pittas says. “What we saw happen 
was that exhibitors in Chicago that had 4,000–5,000 sf started off 
in Las Vegas with maybe 500–1,000 sf. And now they’ve started 
to even out more, with maybe 3,000 sf in Chicago and 2,000 sf in 
Las Vegas. And the extra benefit that we got was that Pack Expo 
Las Vegas opened up more space at the Chicago show and more 
exhibitors came into Chicago, since we had wait lists for that show. 
We’re hoping the same thing happens with Pack Expo East, taking 
a little pressure off Chicago.”

Thus, the possibility of an offshoot show’s siphoning exhibitors 
or exhibit space from an existing show is not always a bad thing, as 
it can ease logistics at the existing show and free up space for new 
exhibitors. There also can be a promotional benefit: “The success of 
IAAPA’s two other trade shows, Euro Attractions Show and Asian 
Attractions Expo, has exposed companies to IAAPA’s buying mar-
ket, and as a result we have seen an increase in overall exhibition 
size at IAAPA Attractions Expo, and vice versa,” says Strowger. 

As the economy continues to trend upward, conference ex-
ecutives like Ryan Strowger, JimPittas, Carol McGury and Cindy 
Sample who stay on top of the trends and continually implement 
new strategies will keep their show numbers going in the same 
positive direction. AC&F

The IAAPA Theater 
“allows for marquee 
events to take place in 
the exhibit hall, ensuring 
attendees can remain 
on the floor longer.”

Ryan Strowger  
Vice President, Exhibitions, Conferences and Sales 
International Association of Amusement Parks and Attractions 
Alexandria, VA

“Theaters and learning 
centers…may be set off 

with hard walls and 
have chairs circling 

around the presenter 
to create more of an 

interactive environment.”
Carol McGury  

Executive Vice President, Event and Education Services 
SmithBucklin 

Chicago, IL

“The thing that’s always struck 
me about those who have 

done a virtual trade show 
is that they’re not doing it 

now. Nobody has really come 
up with a model that has 

gotten any kind of traction.”
Jim Pittas  

Vice President, Trade Shows 
PMMI - The Association for Packaging and Processing Technologies 

Reston, VA
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Entertainment Trends

By Gabi Logan

To Get the Most 
Bang for Your Buck 

Mix It Up!
Blend Entertainment With 

Your Group’s Mission

When we think of how the recession has 
changed event entertainment, it’s usually in 
negative terms. There’s less money to spend. 
Planners are asked to do more — to keep at-
tendees interested and make them feel they 

got their money’s worth for less and to skip big names that are 
no longer in the budget.

The flip side of the increased focus on ROI in association 
event planning is that it has caused associations to look for en-
tertainment that ties in more clearly and directly the mission of 
the association and the specific event, leading to a more cohesive 
schedule that delivers more effective messaging for attendees.

MISSION: MISSION-FOCUSED
“Association events are unique for corporate attendees, be-

cause they aren’t all from the same company, they aren’t all em-
ployed by the same place, but they’re together for the same pur-
pose,” says Brian Acheson, CSEP, international president 2013–
2014 of the Dallas, Texas-based International Special Events 
Society and president of VIP Events Inc. in Dallas. The natural 
focus on commonality lends itself easily to event entertainment 
with a heavy emphasis on mission integration.

“Today, entertainment needs to be authentic, and it needs to 
be a conversation. It used to be an afterthought: We should do 
entertainment and it should cost $X,” he explains. “Once upon 
a time, keynote speakers tied into theme and relevance, and 
entertainment was like ‘oh that looks nice,’ but it’s not like that 
anymore in a conference. There are no elements where someone 

just says, ‘oh that would be fun.’ There has to be some tie-back, 
some relevance, hitting a demographic square and creating an 
emotional connection.

“People want to make sure they’re spending money wisely, but 
you need excitement and energy for your event. However, you’re 
not always going to have talent that sings about how to roll out 
new products to 30-somethings in the juice industry. The most 
important thing is that it resonates, even if it’s not messaging per 
se. But it has to speak to your attendees correctly. It has to be a 
conversation. It’s not going to magically happen.”

On the surface, it seems that finding talent that fits in with 
an association’s mission can be harder for some groups than for 

others, but many planners are thinking sideways to find novel 
and unconventional ways to use popular forms of entertainment 
that resonate with their group. 

According to Lauren Peck, manager of meetings and events 
administration for the Fairfield, New Jersey-based Healthcare 
Businesswomen’s Association (HBA), which is focused on the 
advancement and impact of women in health care worldwide, 

“In terms of entertainment, what we go for is anything that helps 
get the mission across.” The association’s events typically aim to 
teach business skills to women in health care through seminars 
as well as interactive events such as panels and discussions, but 
one of the best received events that Peck put on recently was a 
fashion show.

“We did a dress for success sort of thing for women who are 
transitional or just starting out in the work force,” she explains. “It 
was a fashion-night-out event in New York City, where models 
came out and showed 12 pieces that could be arranged for differ-
ent business outfits, and someone came to do attendees’ makeup. 
We had a great turnout, and everyone was thrilled. Even I learned 
some great wardrobe tips.”

In other cases, planners find entertainment that resonates 
with their audience and work with the talent to integrate the mis-
sion, the attendees and the happenings of the event into the act. 
Amanda S. Rushing, CMP, Aff.M.ASCE, of the Reston, Virginia-
based American Society of Civil Engineers, often brings in an 
uplifting speaker or comedian, such as John Foley, Ben Stein or 
Dave Barry, to close her events.

“I like to figure out a way to end on a high note that ties pieces 
of the conference together,” she explains. “Prior to the event, we 
host conference calls with member leaders and the speaker, so 
they understand what the mission of the organization is, what 
are the learning objectives, focus, target audience and objectives 
for that conference, and how we are tying them in. Depending 

on the speaker, we send them info about the program in ad-
vance as well.

“Throughout the event, staff keep a journal so we can brief the 
speaker on what has happened through the week,” she continues. 

“We ask staff and key members, ‘What did you see?’ ‘What have 
you heard?’ ‘What did you think was the best session and why?’ 
We use that information to brief the speaker before they go on. 
We also use that to bridge to the following year, what is its focus, 
what is it trying to accomplish and why should they come.”

INVOLVING ATTENDEES WINS HALF THE BATTLE
When planners want to integrate their organization’s mission 

into the entertainment portion of the program, one of the easi-
est ways to accomplish that is to let the attendees take the lead. 
Interactive elements are increasingly becoming a part of all events, 
but putting attendees front and center on the main stage as the 
headlining act is an idea that is just starting to pick up steam.

Mike Burke, CMP, CEM, CMM specialist, meeting and event 
planner for the Arlington, Virginia-based National Rural Electric 
Cooperative Association, runs six to seven 300-to-1,200-person 
conferences and a 15,000-person convention each year for his as-
sociation, which serves attendees from rural areas of the U.S. For 

Brian Acheson, CSEP, president of Dallas-based VIP Events Inc. custom-
combined talent to create this unique Starship band for a special event: 
Starship’s lead singer Mickey Thomas, Mike Reno from Loverboy, Jimi from 
Survivor, John Cafferty of the Beaver Brown Band and Wally Palmer, lead 
singer of the Romantics. 
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The 2013 Healthcare Businesswomen’s Association’s (HBA) Woman of the Year event (WOTY) is one of the 
association’s major annual flagship events.  Held May 2, the WOTY 2014 event boasted more than 2,500 attendees. 
(Inset) Volunteer models at “Dressing for Success,” an HBA Metro Event recently held at Macy’s Herald Square, NY.
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“Today, entertainment 
needs to be authentic, 

and it needs to be a 
conversation. ...There 

has to be some tie-
back, some relevance, 

hitting a demographic 
square and creating an 
emotional connection.”

Brian Acheson, CSEP  
President, VIP Events Inc. 
International President 
International Special Events Society 
Dallas, TX
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accomplish, no matter how outrageous the steampunk costumes 
look. “I would never put steampunk in just for fun, because it was 
steampunk,” Acheson explains. “It needs to truly meet as many of 
those touch points as you can get for it to be meaningful.”

THE FINAL CHORUS
While it may have been born of a difficult period, the new 

focus on integrating your entertainment closer to your mission 
offers planners a way to increase attendee engagement and excite-
ment about their events, even though it can seem like more work 
on the planning end.

“I think the thing that is key is to really know who your audience 
is, because a lot of times people do the same old thing because 
they’ve done it every year the same way, but they aren’t looking at 
what are their demographics, what is their target audience, what is 
the mean age — most importantly, who is it now,” advises Rushing. 

“Things are changing. It’s more diversified. Especially if you’re try-
ing to track the younger audience, you have to take their likes and 
dislikes into play as well.” AC&F

his large convention, he typically utilizes a headlining concert to 
build excitement among attendees. 

“We basically do a private concert with someone like Willie 
Nelson, Martina McBride or Clint Black,” he says. “Members are 
from rural America, and depending on the program, the annual 
meeting attendee average age is about 66. While the musical in-
terest is very varied, a certain demographic may opt more toward 
country and western, but they all do appreciate live music. There’s 
a certain energy that we feel the live music brings: You are not just 
enjoying listening but also watching the musician.”

To unify attendees’ musical interests and inject new energy 
and tie-in to the evening entertainment, Burke tried a new ver-
sion of his headlining concert at his Atlanta event: a spin-off of 

“American Idol.” “We had members submit video entries a certain 
number of weeks prior to going onsite, and an internal committee 
selected a certain number of finalists to perform at concert night 
that year,” he explains. “It was great. The audience got involved, 
and a couple of them were industry names. We had judging there 
onsite, and we even had an ‘American Idol’ finalist perform as well.

“It was especially interesting because, our members being 
where they’re from, a lot of songs ended up being really USA-
focused, like ‘God Bless America.’ And our group really responded 
with national pride. When those songs came on, the performers 
got bigger applause, and people were standing up.”

Burke also has had great success involving attendees in other 
parts of his events’ musical entertainment. “Sometimes we reach 
out to local members or fly in members from certain areas for the 
morning walk-in music at our conferences and convention,” he 
says. “Our group is so musical, and some of our members are gui-
tarists or also vocalists. In many cases, they may have just released 
a CD or may have a message that speaks to the overall theme of 
the event or organization.”

Sometimes, smaller, more intimate applications of attendee-
involved entertainment can be the most effective. “Before, you 

would have an opening reception and maybe a gala dinner, and 
you might do some things, but it was always on a larger scale,” says 
Rushing. “We’ve found that when we do things on a larger scale 
you can’t really find anybody. It’s nice to offer unique experiences 
that only a few people really want to go to. We’re able to offer a 
larger variety and meet more of our target audience’s needs. I’m 
always looking for something that is unique and local and gets 
an experience that is just for that city so I’m never really repeat-
ing. We’ve brought attendees out to really try to get into the fla-
vor of the city in different ways, especially cooking classes and 
competitions.

“We had great success for our annual conference last year in 
Charlotte, North Carolina,” she says. “We were at the NASCAR 
Hall of Fame, and a lot of people have their receptions there, but 
we’re engineers, so one of the things that we did that was a huge 
success was a pit team contest. As the attendee walked into the 
museum, we gave them a sticker, which was one of the staff posi-
tions from one of the big race car driver’s teams. So you might 
be Jeff Gordon’s wheelman or Dale Earnhardt’s tire man, and 
they had a little card to fill out and had to go find all other nine 
positions in an event that was 600 people. It was the best-rated 
opening reception we had, and we found out later that people 
that were on the same team would get together for coffee later in 
the conference.”

The real triple threat is when you can work in attendee in-
volvement, mission tie-in and a novel activity, as Peck is doing 
with her June program. As part of their leadership development 
work, Healthcare Businesswomen’s Association has created a Fit 
to Lead program, which teaches women that the skills used in 
sports also can be used in the boardroom. “As part of the Fit to 
Lead program, we’re organizing a dragon boat race in New Hope, 
Pennsylvania. We’ll have attendees on the boats learning live how 
to row and then racing. We’ll have three separate boats, and we’ll 
follow the race with a discussion and dinner. It’s new for us, but 
people are very excited. You learn key skills being on a team, but 
we thought, why not do it in a fun way? We’ll get them rowing and 
see what happens.”

IN WITH THE NEW 
While busy thinking about how entertainment ties-in to mis-

sion statement and event focus, association planners still have to 
stay on the pulse of what is the next cool new thing. While the 
exact talent or type of entertainment that’s in vogue changes all 
the time, the need for that timely element doesn’t.

“ ‘Wow’ is the big word my clients like to use,” Acheson explains. 
“In our general session, some people meet all day, literally in gen-
eral sessions until noon and then are there until dinner, break to 
change clothes and then come back for awards for three hours. 
They’re really in that room, and I’m very cognizant of the fact that 
they’ve been in that chair all day, and I need to engage them with 
entertainment. Even the first morning, it’s 8 o’clock, and they were 
out the night before at the opening party.

“You have to think of what is new and cutting edge for the au-
dience, not for you,” Acheson continues. “You don’t want them 
to walk in and say, ‘oh, I saw that last week.’ But there is a lot of 
cachet and goodwill that can be bought if you have talent acts 
that have recently been on TV just a month or so before, and now 
they’re on your stage. It’s harder for us though, because it’s harder 
to sell the committee on someone if they’re not well known. On 
the other hand, if they want a big name and you say, ‘You can’t af-
ford them, but I can get you this person. They’re really good, and 
they go to your message, and they cost $X,’ it can be very effective.”

Aside from bringing in up-and-coming stars of television sing-
ing and dancing shows, such as the ever-popular “American Idol” 
and “Dancing with the Stars,” Acheson says, “A cappella is kind of 
a thing now, and we get a lot of talent acts from Broadway. When 
we have performers from ‘The Lion King’ walk in from the back of 
the room, from a talent perspective, that’s a big deal. Steampunk 
is also in again, and great for events because it’s entertaining and 
unique, and for the right association can be a great tie back. There’s 
a company out there that specializes in steampunk entertainment, 
and that’s the kind of thing that will make your attendees say, ‘I’ve 
never seen that before.’ I mean, who serves wine off a bicycle 
umbrella? I can’t even describe it properly.”

Wikipedia describes steampunk as “a sub-
genre of science fiction that typically features 
steam-powered machinery” and “may also 
incorporate additional elements from the 
genres of fantasy, horror, historical fiction, 
alternate history, or other branches of 
speculative fiction, making it often a 
hybrid genre.”

When dabbling with 
the newest, latest acts 
though, planners must 
always remember to 
think first of what the en-
tertainment is meant to 

The Three Waiters, one of the most popular surprise acts for groups, 
involves three talented opera singers posing as real waiters at events. 
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Steampunk is hot again says 
Brian Acheson because it is 
“entertaining and unique.” 
The 2013 ISES Minnesota 

Star Awards used a 
steampunk theme as 

shown here to the delight 
of their participants. 
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“Things are changing. 
It’s more diversified. 
Especially if you’re 
trying to track the 

younger audience, you 
have to take their 
likes and dislikes 
into play as well.”

Amanda S. Rushing  
CMP, Aff.M.ASCE, Director 
Conferences and Meeting Services 
American Society of 
Civil Engineers 
Reston, VA

“Sometimes we reach 
out to local members...
for the morning walk-in 
music at our conferences 
and convention. Our 
group is so musical...
they may have a message 
that speaks to the 
overall theme of the 
event or organization.”

Mike Burke 
CMP, CEM, CMM Specialist  

Meeting and Event Planner 
National Rural Electric 

Cooperative Association 
 Arlington, VA
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Florida
Where ‘Same Old’ Doesn’t Apply

Forget what you know, or think you know, about Florida. It’s 
not a static destination. Some things never change — the 
sun, the sea, the sand, the easy access — yet much about 

this diverse state continues to evolve, making it a go-to destina-
tion no matter how many times an association has been here.

Orlando
Nowhere is that truer than Orlando, which set an all-time 

record for U.S. destinations by welcoming 59 million visitors in 
2013, including 1 million people attending 109 trade shows. “Even 
if an association has been to Orlando before,” says George Aguel, 
president and CEO of Visit Orlando, “there have been so many 
changes, including new restaurants, additions to our theme parks 
and increased level of special activity.” And there’s more to come, 
including a five-year, $187 million capital development program 
at the 7-million-sf Orange County Convention Center, which will 
make the facility even more user-friendly.

“The association market is important to Orlando,” Aguel con-
tinues. “And association planners will be amazed at all the new 
opportunities for their attendees before, during and after the con-
ference that guarantee increased attendance.”

Among the new opportunities: Hyatt Regency Orlando, con-
verted from the former Peabody. Elaine Howard, vice president 
with the Mortgage Bankers Association (MBA), booked the hotel 
prior to the changeover for two February conferences, the MBA 
CREF Multi-Family Real Estate Finance Meeting and the MBA 
Servicing Conference, each with about 2,400 attendees.

Overall, the meetings went very well. “We encountered some 
hiccups due to transition from the Peabody hotel systems to the 
Hyatt systems,” Howard says, “but we were able to identify and 
solve any issues that arose.”

MBA often meets in Orlando, and Howard calls the city a good 
fit because it has so many hotels and because of the weather. But 
she also points to Orlando’s evolving landscape. “We like to see all 
the growth that is taking place near the convention center in terms 
of restaurants and nightlife for the attendees to enjoy after a long 
day of meetings,” she says.

MBA has already booked Orlando in 2015 and 2016. “I highly 
recommend Orlando as a destination,” Howard says. “I also highly 
recommend the Hyatt. The management and staff bent over back-
ward to accommodate our group, the food was very good and the 
meeting space is ideally laid out for large groups.”

One of the Hyatt’s attributes is its walkway connection to the 
Orange County Convention Center (OCCC). Other hotels at-
tached to or adjacent to the OCCC include Rosen Plaza, connected 
to the West Building by the Gary Sain Memorial Skybridge, which 
opened in September. Rosen Plaza is updating its fine-dining res-
taurant, Jack’s Place, slated to finish in June.  Sister property Rosen 
Centre is opening a new poolside restaurant this summer, Harry’s 
Bar & Grill. The Hilton Orlando is connected by walkway to the 
OCCC’s North/South Building and features 225,000 sf of meeting 
and event space, and all you’d expect of a full-service resort.

Options for themed events are endless. Up to 4,000 attendees 
can gather on the causeway between the Walt Disney World Swan 

and Dolphin hotels for a private event modeled after the hotels’ 
annual Food & Wine Classic. And meeting in Walt Disney World 
Resort or Universal Orlando Resort gives groups a chance to book 
their own theme park for an evening, always an attendee draw.

This summer will see the debut of several new theme park at-
tractions: Universal Orlando will extend The Wizarding World of 
Harry Potter across both of its theme parks with the addition of 
Diagon Alley. Walt Disney World opens the Seven Dwarfs Mine 
Train at the end of May within the newly expanded Fantasyland. 
SeaWorld introduces a nighttime Shamu show. And Duplo Valley 
opens at Legoland Florida.

Also new at Universal Orlando Resort is the recently opened 
Cabana Bay Beach Resort, which offers a value-priced option for 
attendees bringing families for an extended visit.

Jacksonville Area
In January, talks revved up on possible construction of a new 

downtown convention center. Meanwhile, the Prime Osborn 
III Convention Center, a favorite of SMERF and other groups, 
with 156,184 sf of space, is still going strong. Upgrades include 

a new menu. And several hotels have been refurbished, giving 
Jacksonville new luster.

“Association members who visit here will find Jacksonville is 
a great destination for many reasons: many opportunities to en-
joy the waterways and beaches; many venues set upon the water; 
and an abundance of attractions, hotels, restaurants and shop-
ping to enjoy,” says Paul Astleford, president and CEO of Visit 
Jacksonville.

Associations including golf within meetings have no trouble 
drawing attendees to the Jacksonville area, home of the World 
Golf Hall of Fame and The Renaissance World Golf Village Resort, 
Convention Center and Beach Club, which together provide 
101,000 sf of function space and two championship golf courses.

Astleford also points to the city’s culture-rich downtown and 

entertainment districts, and to its wealth of outdoor activities and 
venues, including 1,100 miles of river and Intracoastal Waterway 
coastline and 22 miles of beaches. “All this makes it easy,” he says, 

“to plan a meeting where many attendees with different interests 
can be entertained at the same time in one place.”

Robert “Buddy” Allen, senior director of administration for 
Chicago-based Prevent Child Abuse America, adds more reasons 
for associations to book business here, including ideal weather, 
an airport that is easy to get in and out of and “a very helpful and 
financially supportive CVB.” Since 2010, his group has had sev-
eral meetings here, and the National Conference for America’s 
Children takes place in May.

“Visit Jacksonville helped support the conferences in 2012 and 
2014,” Allen says. “We met with Karen Townsend and her group 
several times, and came up with clear objectives on how to pro-
mote our conferences. They were also instrumental in helping us 
get weather insurance for our conferences held in the hurricane 
window of Florida. We hadn’t even thought about this, but the 
state of Florida provides free insurance, and the CVB helped us 
get registered for the program.”

The Hyatt Regency Jacksonville Riverfront was Allen’s base. 
“The Hyatt was very responsive to our original RFP, and the sleep-
ing-room rate worked for us. We’re a national nonprofit and those 
in our network are very accountable for their funds, so we have 
to keep our pricing down,” Allen says. One downside for Allen is 
that he wishes he’d better understood the location of the beaches 
from the beginning. “One misconception of Jacksonville is that it’s 
right on the ocean and the beaches are within walking distance. 
The beaches are a good hour’s drive,” he notes. But Jacksonville’s 
people offset any negatives. “The CVB and the Hyatt Regency 
Riverfront worked hand-in-hand to make a very successful con-
ference.  I would personally recommend both,” Allen says.

Miami
It’s nearly impossible to keep up with the sizzling culinary scene 

in Miami. In its winter bulletin, the Greater Miami Convention 
Up to 4,000 attendees can gather on the causeway between the Walt 
Disney World Swan and Dolphin hotels for a private event.
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A bar setup at the oceanfront Fontainebleau Miami for The National 
Association of Television Program Executives, which has brought groups to 
the Fontainebleau for the past four years.
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By Christine Loomis

Keeping Up With

“Miami has the 
most amazing CVB. 
My representative, 
Ileana Castillo, 
is hands down 
the best in the 
business — she 
is the Beyoncé of 
the CVB world!”

Wayneston Harbeson 
V.P. Operations and Event Services 
National Association of Television 

Program Executives 
Los Angeles, CA
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& Visitors Bureau highlighted some 10 new restaurants opening 
between December 2013 and spring 2014, with celeb chefs Bobby 
Flay and Michael Mina in the mix. A major renovation for the 
Miami Beach Convention Center has been proposed, with little 
information yet available. But the center continues to host many 
association meetings. Not surprising, lively multicultural Miami 
is popular with international attendees.

New builds and refurbishments keep the city’s hotel scene hot. 
The JW Marriott Marquis Miami opened just three years ago and 
continues to impress groups with its cool amenities, including the 
19th-floor basketball court, bowling alley, billiards room and in-
door golf school. And the venerable Fontainebleau Miami Beach 
recently unveiled its expansive BleauLive Stage, an outdoor venue 
accommodating 2,500 guests.

Wayneston Harbeson, vice president of operations and event 
services for Los Angeles-based NATPE (National Association 
of Television Program Executives), has brought groups to the 
Fontainebleau for the past four years. “If you are doing a program 
in Miami,” he says, “the Fontainebleau is the best option in terms 

of meeting space, flexibility, room product and giving your attend-
ees a true iconic Miami experience.”

And there’s the staff. “You can have the most beautiful, tech-
nologically advanced building in the world,” Harbeson says, “but 
if you don’t have the right people, it’s just another building. The 
Fontainebleau has the right people.

It’s hard to believe that a few years ago Miami wasn’t even on 
the map for Harbeson. “Miami has the most amazing CVB,” he 
says. “My representative, Ileana Castillo, is hands down the best 
in the business — she is the Beyoncé of the CVB world!” Castillo 
finally convinced Harbeson to join a FAM, and he was blown 
away. “It was the best FAM, and I loved how the city partnered 
with the hotels to give us a clear picture,” he says. “I left feeling 
excited about the city and two months later I booked. We’ve been 
there for four years and our attendance grows every year.”

The January 2014 show, NATPE Miami, drew 5,000 attend-
ees and was the most successful show yet. But 2015 and 2016 
are yet to come.

“Miami has undergone a renaissance. It is a trendy, visual and 
exciting destination,” Harbeson says. “And it’s nice when it’s winter 
everywhere else and you can attend our January conference not 
only to attend but also to escape. We use the weather in market-
ing efforts with beautiful beach shots, and the conference pretty 
much sells itself.”

Palm Beach County
“When it comes to selecting a destination, association planners 

must consider location and convenience; but most importantly 
a place that delivers on ‘the experience,’ ” says Jorge Pesquera, 
president and CEO of Discover Palm Beach County. “The Palm 
Beaches offer a diverse collection of cities and towns that truly 
represent the best way to experience Florida.”

And much is new. Construction began in May on the 403-
room Palm Beach County Convention Center Hilton Hotel, 
which will be adjacent to the Palm Beach County Convention 
Center in West Palm Beach when it opens in 2015. The center 
has 150,000 sf of meeting space, including a 100,000-sf exhibit hall. 
And opening this year in Jupiter, 20 minutes north of West Palm, is 
Harbourside Place, a multi-use development with entertainment, 
retail and accommodations.

Sherry Herbert, vice president of events for New York, New 
York-based Graves Ventures LLC, publishers of Black Enterprise 
magazine, brought two groups to Palm Beach County in 2013. 
She offers high praise for the CVB, particularly Doug McClain 
and Connie Hunter. “They were available for questions, joined 
me on site visits during our search process and stayed actively in-
volved,” Herbert says. “The CVB supported us in getting the word 
out about the event and provided resources we utilized pre-event 
and onsite. During the event, they provided signage as well as vol-
unteers at our check-in desk to answer questions about the area.”

Twenty years ago, the first Black Enterprise Golf & Tennis 
Challenge took place at PGA National Resort & Spa, and in 2013 
the Challenge returned there. The resort’s $100 million revitaliza-
tion wrapped up in 2013 and included upgrades to the 379 guest 
rooms and 40,000 sf of meeting space. Also added was a new out-
door venue, Lakeside Lawn. One fun option for groups: a glow-
in-the-dark putting contest.

Earlier in the year, the Black Enterprise Women of Power 
Summit met at opulent and famously pink Boca Raton Resort & 
Club, a Waldorf Astoria Resort, which offers 835 guest rooms and 
150,000 sf of meeting space.

Herbert’s groups of 950 and 750, respec-
tively, enjoyed both hotels, chosen for space 
and location but even more so for their 
customer service. “What separates the best 
hotels from the rest is customer service,” 
Herbert says, “and each of these hotels deliv-
ered quality service.”

While Herbert says planners should be 
prepared for short rain showers and what she 
considers high prices for airport transporta-
tion, she has no reservations about returning. 

“The fact that we are going back in to the PGA 
National Resort & Spa in August shows that 
we’ve had great experience with excellent 
partners who care deeply about the county 
they promote.”

Tampa
Tampa hosted the 2012 Republican National Convention, and 

not even hurricane Isaac could defeat the city’s team or spirit. 
With 14,405 rooms and 542,184 sf of meeting space within the 
city, Tampa offers much, and it’s getting better.

The Tampa Riverwalk, a 2.2-mile waterfront walkway connect-
ing downtown attractions, should be finished this year. Already on 
location is the Tampa Convention Center, making the Riverwalk a 
perfect spot for attendees to explore between meetings. The con-
vention center, which was approved as an Energy Star Partner in 
2013 and is working toward LEED certification, is adjacent to Sail 

Pavilion, a 360-degree waterfront bar and performance venue. 
Opening this spring is Ulele, a new brewery and restaurant in the 
refurbished Tampa Heights Water Works building.

“Associations make up a significant portion of our conventions 
and meetings,” says Santiago Corrada, president and CEO of Visit 
Tampa Bay. “The association market brings such large groups to 
our area that they actually have the ability to ‘take over’ our city, in-
cluding our waterfront convention center and downtown hotels.”

Downtown also offers interesting waterfront venues for team-
building and offsite events, including The Florida Aquarium, 
Tampa Bay History Center, Tampa Museum of Art, Curtis Hixon 
Waterfront Park and Straz Center for the Performing Arts.

Daytona
With three airports within an hour of Daytona Beach, includ-

ing Orlando International Airport, getting to the oceanfront city 
is a breeze. And Ocean Center Daytona Beach, with more than 
205,000 sf of meeting space steps from the sand, makes meeting 
a breeze, too.

“We go the extra mile to provide attendees reasons to discover 
Daytona Beach as a premier meeting destination,” says Sharon 
Mock, interim executive director, Daytona Beach Area CVB. 

“We offer everything from teambuilding to family excursions, 
and our team treats each planner as if his or her group were the 
only one in town.”

Daytona’s well-known Speedway is getting a $400 million over-
haul, including new seating and 60 luxury trackside suites, due 
to be completed by 2016. Daytona’s first oceanfront roller coaster 
opened last August, a nice diversion for attendee adrenaline junk-

Attendees at the Black Enterprise Women of Power Summit held earlier this 
year at the Boca Raton Resort & Club, a Waldorf Astoria Resort.
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Facing Tampa Bay is the Tampa Bay Convention Center, which will become part of Riverwalk, the 
new 2.2- mile waterfront walkway connecting downtown attractions, to be completed this year. 

The Palm Beach County Convention Center will get a major boost in 
business when a new, adjacent 403-room Hilton hotel opens in 2015.
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“What separates the 
best hotels from 

the rest is customer 
service, and each 

of these hotels 
(PGA National 

Resort & Spa and 
Boca Raton Hotel 
& Club) delivered 

quality service.”

Sherry Herbert 
Vice President, Events 
Graves Ventures LLC 
New York, NY
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ies with free time. But the area’s most compelling attraction may 
well be its affordability, something every planner can appreciate.

The Emerald Coast
Destin, Fort Walton Beach and Okaloosa Island are at the core 

of Northwest Florida’s Emerald Coast. New here are upgrades to 
the 602-room Hilton Sandestin Beach Golf Resort & Spa. The re-
sort completed a $12.5 million renovation of its lobby and public 
space, restaurants, Spa Tower guest rooms and spa, all part of a 
multiyear, $30 million restoration that has enhanced every part 
of the resort and guest experience. The Hilton offers 32,000 sf of 
meeting space.

The 2,400-acre Sandestin Golf and Beach Resort offers a va-
riety of accommodations, meeting space, entertainment, golf, 
teambuilding and multiple restaurants. It’s also host to culinary, 
music, wine and art festivals, which provide ready-made enter-
tainment for attendees, and Sandestin is ideal for groups that in-
clude family. Two conference centers offer a combined 65,000 sf 
of meeting and function space.

In Fort Walton, the Emerald Coast Convention Center pro-
vides a sense of place with local artwork and a seaside setting. 
Twelve meeting rooms range from 450 to 10,800 sf, combining to 
create the 21,000-sf Emerald Grand Ballroom.

MORE THAT’S NEW & UPDATED
We’ve barely scratched the surface. In January, the Sawgrass 

Marriott Golf Resort & Spa, southeast of Jacksonville, unveiled a 
resort-wide renovation that included enhancements to its 56,000 
sf of function space. Guest rooms and villas were refreshed; the 
villas double as meeting space for executive boards and other 
groups of up to 12.

Also near Jacksonville, Omni Amelia Island Plantation 
Resort announced its $85 million renovation in March. The 
1,350-acre resort has a splashy new entrance, refreshed guest 
rooms, new restaurants and the 16,800-sf Magnolia Ballroom, 
part of the resort’s 80,000 sf of function space.

When work is complete this year, $250 million will have been 
spent on improvements at Trump National Doral Miami, in-
cluding new restaurants, villas, ballrooms and outdoor venues. 
The resort has 100,000-plus sf of function space. The famed Blue 
Monster golf course reopened in February, making golf fans ev-
erywhere happy.

In trendy South Beach, Loews Miami Beach Hotel, four 
blocks from the convention center, opened Lure Fishbar in 
December and Exhale Spa in April. The hotel’s ballrooms will be-
gin renovations this fall.

As noted above, Universal Orlando Resort has opened 
Cabana Bay Beach Resort and is expanding The Wizarding World 
of Harry Potter with Diagon Alley. In addition, its CityWalk en-
tertainment complex is adding eight new culinary establishments. 
Also at Universal, Loews Portofino Bay Hotel completed a proper-
ty-wide renovation that gives a new look to everything from the 
artistic façade of the buildings to the 750 guest rooms. Attendees 
with family along should consider a Despicable Me-inspired suite.

Omni Orlando Resort at ChampionsGate partnered with 
Osceola County to open a new conference center in 2013, bring-
ing the indoor meeting space to more than 128,000 sf comple-
mented by 52,000 sf outdoors. Omni groups can arrange events 
in Disney parks and receive discounts on ticket pricing.

Bonnet Creek and its 482-acre nature preserve is accessed 
from within Disney World yet is a world apart. Hilton Orlando 
Bonnet Creek and Waldorf Astoria Orlando each have their 
own meeting space, 132,000 and 43,000 sf respectively includ-
ing outdoor venues. Hilton guests can book the Waldorf ’s opu-
lent spa with its new HydraFacial treatment, and play golf at the 

Waldorf Astoria Golf Club.
Wyndham Grand Orlando Resort Bonnet 

Creek continues adding to its green initiatives. 
Groups can join in multiple ways, including request-
ing that leftover food go to Second Harvest.

Same old? Not in the Sunshine State. Planners 
owe it to themselves and their attendees to check out 
Florida again. And again.  AC&F

The Hogwarts Express train at Universal Orlando will connect 
The Wizarding World of Harry Potter’s two parks with the 
addition of Diagon Alley this summer.Cr
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“The (Jacksonville) 
CVB and the Hyatt 

Regency Riverfront 
worked hand-in-
hand to make a 
very successful 

conference.  I 
would personally 

recommend both.”
Robert “Buddy” Allen 
Senior Director of Administration 
Prevent Child Abuse America 
Chicago, IL
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Las Vegas Is on a Convention and Renovation Roll

It’s all a numbers game in Las Vegas, and the numbers for meet-
ings and conventions couldn’t be more impressive: The city was 
named the No. 1 trade show destination in 2013 for the 20th 

consecutive year by Trade Show News Network for hosting 53 of 
the 250 largest shows; and the Las Vegas Convention & Visitors 
Authority (LVCVA) reports that in 2013, the city welcomed more 
than 5 million delegates and 22,000 meetings. To maintain this mo-
mentum in convention business, construction on major new devel-
opments and property improvements has cranked up at a dizzying 
pace. And with all the amazing properties to choose from that can 
adeptly handle the heavy lifting required of large conventions, plan-
ners looking at Las Vegas these days are like kids in a candy store.

TRADE SHOW SUCCESSES AT SANDS
Las Vegas Sands Corp. may be reaping the rewards of its success-

ful developments in far-off locales such as Singapore and Macau, but 
the company’s home-turf operation continues to thrive as the site 
for major association meetings and trade shows — and not many 
are larger than the National Shooting Sports Foundation’s Shot 
Show, the fifth largest trade show in Las Vegas. The 2014 Shot Show, 
January 14-17, which drew more than 67,000 total attendees, will be 
held at the Sands Expo and Convention Center through 2018. 

With 2.25 million sf of exhibit and meeting space, as well as di-
rect connections to more than 7,000 suites at The Venetian and The 
Palazzo, it’s easy to see why NSSF has partnered with Las Vegas Sands. 
But Chris Dolnack, vice president of the Newtown, Connecticut-
based NSSF, also finds Las Vegas itself to be a desirable site: “It’s one 
of the most exciting cities in the country and a premier trade show 
destination, when you look at the airlift, and the number and vari-
ety of hotels, everything from standard business traveler hotels to 
some of the best resort casinos in the world,” he says, adding that the 
LVCVA is very attuned to his organization’s growth goals. “This year 
the LVCVA is cosponsoring our booth at the IWA OutdoorClassics 
in Germany, where we will be trying to attract more international 
attendees to our show in Las Vegas. We’ll have a hospitality suite so 
(potential) international attendees can learn more about Las Vegas.” 

According to Dolnack, the Shot Show’s current attendees have 
welcomed Las Vegas Sands’ recent investment in its facilities, a $37 
million renovation that included remodeling the lobby and adding 
escalators, new carpeting, Wi-Fi hotspots and food outlets. In addi-
tion, “We use an increasing amount of electronic signage, and the 
Expo recently completed a $1.6 million upgrade in their bandwidth.” 
Participants who choose to stay at The Venetian or The Palazzo, he 
notes, “on average are 10 percent more satisfied than those who stay 
off-property,” based on post-event surveys. Part of the reason is of 
course the direct accessibility to the Expo.

The former mayor of Las Vegas Oscar Goodman toasts Chris Dolnak, vice 
president of the National Shooting Sports Foundation, which brought more 
than 67,000 attendees to the Sands Expo & Convention Center in January 
for the Shot Show (right). The show will be held at Sands through 2018.
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Sands has quite the convention industry triumvirate with the 
Expo and its two flanking hotels, a combination that the Healthcare 
Information and Management Systems Society also recently 
took advantage of. The 37,000 attendees of HIMSS 2012 Annual 
Conference & Exhibition utilized 95 percent of The Venetian and 
The Palazzo’s room inventory, as well as lodging space at 14 other 
hotels, reports Karen Malone, vice president of HIMSS, based in 
Chicago, IL. “We were watching attendance at other shows and saw 
that Las Vegas performs really well compared to other cities,” she 
says. “So we took that into account, and when we went to the city 
in 2012 for the first time, we saw a 17 percent increase in our at-
tendance over the previous year in Orlando. According to Malone, 
the increase was due in part to the new destination and in part to 
the state of the healthcare information management industry and 
certain regulatory developments. 

The decision to bring the convention to Las Vegas also was mo-
tivated by the Sands Expo, which Malone feels is the only venue 

that could work for the event’s rotation to the Western U.S. “Our 
conference has grown significantly over the last five to seven years, 
and we’re now at the size where we take up about a million square 
feet of exhibit space and about 350,000–450,000 sf of meeting space. 
The Las Vegas Convention Center doesn’t have enough meeting 
rooms for us, (nor does it have) a general session room that can 
hold 6,000–7,000 attendees.” The layout of the Sands Expo also is an 
advantage, Malone adds: “From an attendee’s perspective, Sands is 
an ideal venue because it’s vertical. Getting from education session 
to education session is just (a matter of going) up and down an esca-
lator or two, versus walking from one end of the building to another.” 

Malone also found partnering with Las Vegas Sands “very simi-
lar to working with convention 
bureau staff in any city.” Being 
HIMSS’ first time in Las Vegas, 

“we needed someone to be our 
advocate in working with the 
hotels to give us the inventory 
that we needed. The Sands put in 
some calls to the adjacent hotels, 
and the LVCVA also helped with 
some of the other hotels. So we 
had a very good communication 
network.” The HIMSS confer-
ence will next be in Las Vegas 
in 2016 and 2018, she adds, with 
attendance expected to grow to 
around 40,000.

Delegates always can look for-
ward to something new in Las 
Vegas with each visit, including 
lodging options, shows, shop-
ping centers, and most certainly 

By Patrick Simms

The Healthcare Information and 
Management Systems Society 
held its annual conference in Las 
Vegas for the first time in 2012. 

The Sands Expo and Convention Center, which connects to The Venetian 
and The Palazzo, recently completed a $37 million renovation.
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new dining experiences, which are regularly being developed. They 
might enjoy, for instance, the VIP treatment at the Bellagio Buffet’s 
new Chef ’s Table, which allows them to bypass the main line and 
partake of fine dishes prepared tableside. Of course, this feature is 
merely among the latest enhancements in Bellagio’s 15-year history. 
In 2004, the hotel debuted the Spa Tower and completed a remod-
eling of its 928 guest rooms last year.

BUILDING A FOUNDATION AT BELLAGIO
One of the first association groups to meet at the resort was 

Arlington, Virginia-based Associated General Contractors of 
America (AGC). “We booked the resort while it was still being built 
in 1997-’98, and we’ve met there every three years since 1999,” most 
recently March 3–6 of this year, relates Richard C. Brown, execu-
tive director of convention and meeting services/production. More 
than 2,500 delegates convened at the 3,933-room Bellagio, where 
advantages included the layout and location of its 200,000 sf of con-
vention space. “All the meeting space is in one area,” Brown com-
ments, “and we appreciated that you don’t have to walk through the 
casino to get from your room to the meeting space.”

Some members do play in the casinos at night, Brown remarks, 
but for this group in particular, Las Vegas’ nighttime entertainment 
does not take away from the turnout at the sessions. “They’ll be up 
early in the morning, because as contractors, they are used to it, and 
pack out the meetings, educational, 
social and plenary sessions. We’ll 
have 7 a.m. breakfasts and start our 
sessions at 8:30 a.m.”

Among the special events 
was a gathering of about 100 
VIPs at the Smith Center for the 
Performing Arts, which Brown 
describes as “Las Vegas’ answer 
to the Kennedy Center.” Venues 
available for rental include the 
2,050-seat Reynolds Hall, Cabaret 

Jazz and Troesh Studio Theater, accommodating receptions for 
up to 200 attendees. 

However, the AGC convention takes place almost exclusively 
at AAA Five Diamond Bellagio, which offers numerous attractions 
such as a gallery of fine art, a conservatory and botanical gardens, 
Cirque du Soleil’s “O,” the 65,000-sf Spa and Salon Bellagio, and 
world-class restaurants by chefs such as Todd English, Michael 
Mina and Jean-Georges Vongerichten.

As can be expected with a resort of such caliber, Brown says his 
event staff and delegates enjoy exceptional service and amenities. 

“In our six conventions at the Bellagio, I’ve never had one complaint 
regarding a sleeping room, and the meeting and AV staff is by far 
one of the best we’ve come in contact with,” he remarks. “You don’t 
hear them say ‘no.’ If you ask them for something, they’re going to 
work to get it done.” 

A small percentage of attendees do require lower room rates, 
and Bellagio assisted in booking rooms at the 3,044-room Mirage 
Hotel and Casino (171,959 sf of function space) and the 2,992-room 
Monte Carlo Resort and Casino (30,000 sf of function space), which 
is accessible by monorail to Bellagio. Keeping the entire program 
within MGM Resorts International properties has its convenienc-
es for both planner and attendee. “Since they’re all MGM proper-
ties, they can charge one to another. So if I’m eating dinner at the 
Bellagio but staying at Monte Carlo, I can charge back to my room 
at Monte Carlo,” Brown explains. 

NEW AND NOTEWORTHY DEVELOPMENTS
Planners can look forward to major improvements to the Las 

Vegas Convention Center that will be part of the planned $2.5 
billion Global Business District, to be completed in phases over 
the next several years. The district will create an international 
business destination by incorporating major renovations of the 
Las Vegas Convention Center, leveraging the World Trade Center 
designation and developing transportation connectivity through a 
centralized hub. According to the LVCVA, convention center im-
provements will include additional exhibit space, meeting rooms 
and general session space; upgrading technology; adding new food 
and beverage outlets; and creating a grand concourse connector 

The $2.5 billion Global Business District project will include a major renovation of the Las Vegas Convention Center.
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“When we went 
to (Las Vegas) in 
2012 for the first 

time, we saw a 17 
percent increase 

in our attendance 
over the previous 

year in Orlando.”

Karen Malone 
Vice President 
Healthcare Information and 
Management Systems Society 
Chicago, IL
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with more lobby space. Outside the convention center, plans call 
for outdoor event spaces.

MGM Resorts International recently released expanded plans 
and details for its park, dining and entertainment district taking 
shape on the west side of The Strip. Creating an interactive neigh-
borhood environment spanning eight acres, The Park will connect 
New York-New York and Monte Carlo resorts, and the 20,000-seat 
Las Vegas arena currently in development by MGM and AEG: the 
$350 million arena will break ground this summer and is slated 
to open in 2016. Both resorts are undergoing significant transfor-
mations of their Strip-facing experiences into plaza environments 
featuring casual eateries, bars, restaurants and retail destinations 
that will ultimately lead to The Park 
when it opens in 2016. Restaurants 
at Monte Carlo’s new entryway 
include the just-opened Double 
Barrel, a 12,000-sf roadhouse restau-
rant; Yusho, with authentic Japanese 
street food by celebrated chef 
Matthias Merges; and 800 Degrees 
Neapolitan Pizzeria. Anchoring the 
new experience at New York-New 
York, a 2,024-room property with 
21,500 sf of meeting space, will be 
the two-story Hershey’s Chocolate 
World. The two-story interactive destination for chocolate lovers 
opens in the second quarter.

Later this year, The Mirage hotel will see the debut of Morimoto 
Las Vegas, featuring the innovative Japanese cuisine of the re-
nowned “Iron Chef.” 

The 3,211-room Mandalay Bay Resort & Casino, already one 
of the city’s most well-equipped meeting hotels with nearly 1.7 mil-
lion sf of function space in the Mandalay Bay Convention Center, 
has just announced expansion plans for the convention center. The 

$66 million project will add more than 
350,000 sf of exhibit space; a 70,000-sf 
ballroom divisible by five; underground 
parking; and more carpeted ballroom 
space. When completed, the conven-
tion center will boast 2 million total sf 
including 1.1 million sf of exhibit space. 
Construction is scheduled to begin in 
late fall 2014 with new exhibit space 
available in August 2015 and anticipated 
completion of all spaces in January 2016.

Mandalay Bay also is transforming 
THEhotel into Delano Las Vegas, with 
all 1,100 suites converted to a South 
Beach style by the fall. The hotel is ac-
cepting reservations for stays beginning 

September 1. Delano will offer 36 meeting spaces totaling 21,000 sf. 
Meanwhile, the MGM Grand Hotel & Casino has seen suc-

cess with its 42 Stay Well rooms and suites, completed in October 
2012. As a result, this January the 5,044-room resort outfitted the 
entire 14th floor of its main tower (171 units) as Stay Well rooms, 
which offer more than a dozen health and wellness features such 
as aromatherapy, wake-up light therapy and Vitamin C-infused 
shower water. The MGM Grand houses more than 600,000 sf of 
function space, most of which is provided by the $100 million 
MGM Grand Conference Center.

Also in January, ESPA at Vdara Hotel & Spa began welcoming 
guests to its 18,000-sf, two-level facility comprising 11 treatment 

rooms. Attendees who are spa en-
thusiasts will note that this is ESPA’s 
first branded spa on the West Coast 
and only the third in the U.S. The 
1,495-suite Vdara, while relatively 
low on meeting space (10,000 sf ), 
has a prime location in CityCenter, 
a mixed-use, 76-acre complex that 
also is home to Bellagio and the 
LEED-certified, 4,004-room Aria 
Resort & Casino (300,000 sf of 
function space). Delegates have 
myriad shopping options here at the 

500,000-sf Shops at Crystals, which showcases top-tier designer 
brands from Gucci to Tiffany & Co. to Versace, as well as restaura-
teurs such as Bobby Flay and Wolfgang Puck. 

Circus Circus Las Vegas, another MGM Resorts property, re-
cently debuted the “gravity defying” new roller coaster El Loco at 
The Adventuredome, one of the world’s largest indoor theme parks. 
The thrill ride features “a greater-than-straight-down diving drop 
producing a negative 1.5 ‘vertical G.’ ” Circus Circus also boasts the 
world largest permanent circus, which performs under its hallmark 

 “The Park,” a new dining and entertainment district, will extend from New York-New York to the new arena.

The Mandalay Bay Convention Center recently announced plans 
for an expansion that will add 350,000 sf of exhibition space.
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Big Top. The Adventuredome is available for private groups up to 
4,000 and includes a covered outdoor deck for groups of up to 500. 
Circus Circus features 3,767 newly remodeled guest rooms and 
21,400 sf of meeting and banquet space.

Caesars Entertainment is transforming the corridor between 
The Quad and Flamingo in a highly publicized development 
known as The Linq. The $550 million open-air, pedestrian-only 
district features restaurants, bars, shops, entertainment venues and 
the just-opened 550-foot observation wheel known as the High 
Roller, which has 28 cabins holding up to 40 passengers each. (The 
High Roller recently received official recognition from Guinness 
World Records as the world’s tallest observation wheel.) Caesars 
will augment Las Vegas shopping even further with Grand Bazaar 
Shops, opening later this year directly in front of the 2,814-room 
Bally’s Las Vegas (175,000 sf of function space). Billed as a “21st 
century bazaar,” the 150-acre, $50 million Grand Bazaar Shops is 
inspired by some of the world’s greatest open-air markets, from 

Jerusalem’s Old Market to London’s Portobello Road to 
Seattle’s Pike Place Market. On the lodging front, Caesars 
debuted The Cromwell in May. Located on The Strip, the 
188-room boutique property features a 40,000-sf casino and 
the first restaurant by celebrity chef Giada De Laurentiis. 

This September, the north end of The Strip will see the 
addition of 1,600 guest rooms with the opening of SLS Las 
Vegas, after a $415 million transformation of the former 
Sahara Hotel & Casino. The prop-
erty will offer 30,000 sf of dedicated 
meeting space.

Planners also will note one in-
teresting development off The 
Strip: The South Point Arena 
and Convention Center, located 
at the 2,163-room South Point 

Hotel, Casino Spa, is expanding with 
the new Priefert Pavilion, with two 

climate-controlled arena venues totaling more than 100,000 sf. 
Groundbreaking took place in the spring, with completion ex-
pected this summer.

Also off The Strip and across the street from the Las Vegas 
Convention Center is LVH - Las Vegas Hotel & Casino, which 
offers 3,000 guest rooms and 200,000 sf of meeting space. The for-
mer Las Vegas Hilton reopened as LVH in 2012. The hotel offers 
a relaxing atmosphere yet is only a short hop away from all the 
excitement via the Las Vegas Monorail. 

This year the Tower suites and spas at Wynn and Encore re-
ceived Forbes Five Star awards. Wynn Las Vegas and sister proper-
ty Encore together offer more than 4,700 guest rooms and 260,000 
sf of meeting space. The luxury hotels have 32 F&B outlets boast-
ing two signature chefs, two award-winning spas, an onsite 18-
hole golf course, Maserati and Ferrari dealership, 94,000 sf of retail 
space, two showrooms, three nightclubs, a beach club and more.Las Vegas Hotel & Casino is across from the Las Vegas Convention Center.

Circus-Circus recently debuted the new roller coaster El Loco (inset) at The 
Adventuredome, one of the world’s largest indoor theme parks. 

The new Linq district features the High Roller observation wheel (inset), perhaps 
the most unique venue option in Las Vegas with 28 cabins accommodating up to 
40 passengers for a spectacular bird’s eye view of the city.
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ENTERTAINMENT NEWS
Top-tier entertainment is a given in Las Vegas. Here is 

just a sampling:
Last summer, Mandalay Bay, in partnership with Cirque du 

Soleil and the Michael Jackson estate, debuted “Michael Jackson 
One,” a permanent production dedicated to the King of Pop that 
features a cast of 63 dancers and aerialists.

“Jubilee!,” the longest-running show on the Las Vegas Strip, re-
opened at Bally’s Las Vegas Hotel and Casino in March after un-
dergoing a major transformation. The new show still reflects the 
original production’s spirit, but the choreography, staging and mu-
sic have been refreshed for today’s audiences.

The brand-new “Panda!” show has made its world premiere at 
The Venetian and The Palazzo. It features a combination of acrobat-
ics, martial arts, music and dance.

Wynn Las Vegas’ “Le Rêve: The Dream” is offering backstage 
tours and a special “Diver’s Dream” package for guests who are scu-
ba certified. Guests are able to go behind the scenes of the show and 
see all of the props and special features that take place backstage. 

Also, those who take part in the diver’s dream package are able to 
be in the water during an actual performance of Le Rêve to see all 
the magic underwater.

“O” by Cirque du Soleil has unveiled seven new VIP suites at its 
theater at the Bellagio. Guests reserving one of these unique, opera 
house-style suites will enjoy a bottle of champagne or wine, choco-
late truffles and the services of a private cocktail server.

Olivia Newton-John launched her “Summer Nights” residency 
at Flamingo Las Vegas on April 8. The singer, actress, songwriter will 
take guests on a musical journey through her life and music career.

 CONVENTION CENTRAL
Las Vegas properties are always upgrading their meetings infra-

structure, and that effort contributes to the city’s success in draw-
ing new and returning convention business, which will result in a 
multimillion-dollar boost to the local economy this year, according 
to the LVCVA.

The American Library Association’s annual conference and ex-

hibition, American Wind Energy Association’s Windpower and 
Solar Power International are all first-time conventions this year 
in Las Vegas. The three events are expected to bring an estimated 
50,000 attendees and generate nearly $63 million in local non-
gaming economic impact.

The LVCVA also notes that 70 new conventions of at least 500 
attendees each will take place during 2014, bringing an estimated 
100,000 additional delegates to Las Vegas.

And nine rotating shows are returning to Las Vegas this year, at-
tracting more than 320,000 delegates for a non-gaming economic 
impact of $404 million. The rotating shows include the return of 
the ConExpo-Con/AGG show at the Las Vegas Convention Center, 
where the AGC staged its Technology & Constructions Solutions 
Pavilion. It is fitting that the largest construction show in the 
Western Hemisphere, with 140,000 attendees, found a home in Las 
Vegas, where the hospitality and construction industries are always 
in dynamic partnerships. AC&F“Jubilee!” at Bally’s Las Vegas reopened in March after a major transformation.

Wynn and Encore together offer 260,000 sf of meeting space.
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“In our six 
conventions at 

the Bellagio, I’ve 
never had one 

complaint...and the 
meeting and AV 

staff is by far one 
of the best we’ve 

come in contact 
with. You don’t 

hear them say ‘no.’ ”

Richard C. Brown 
Executive Director, Convention and 
Meeting Services/Production 
Associated General Contractors of America 
Arlington, VA

TheMeetingMagazines.com Association Conventions & Facilities APRIL / MAY 2014  4342 APRIL / MAY 2014 Association Conventions & Facilities TheMeetingMagazines.com

A trip to Las Vegas is not only great for morale, it’s great 
for business. On average, holding an event here increases 
convention attendance 13 percent and Las Vegas was rated 
No. 1 in “good value for the money.” Start planning your  
event at VegasMeansBusiness.com.
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Mexico
By John Buchanan A Meetings Mecca

After a decade of aggressive development and market-
ing to establish itself as a highly popular destination for 
corporate meetings and incentive programs, Mexico 

has caught on with association meeting planners — thanks to a 
uniquely powerful combination of history, culture and value.

“Mexico is increasing its awareness on the radar of association 
meeting planners, notes Phelps Hope, vice president, meeting and 
expositions, at Atlanta-based Kellen Meetings, a business unit of 
association management firm The Kellen Company. “And a cou-
ple of factors drive that. Mexico is great for resort meetings. But 
those have traditionally been corporate or incentive programs. 
But as their business grew and the number of properties grew and 
the availability of meeting venues and goods and services grew, 
Mexico has expanded beyond corporate meetings and incentive 
programs. And they now get a lot of business from associations.” 

Two key underlying factors, Hope says, are Mexico’s huge com-
mitment to and investment in meeting-related infrastructure 
such as new hotels and convention facilities. 

“And those things have just reinforced a groundswell of inter-
est that actually started years ago,” Hope says. “But it has reached 
the point now in terms of awareness where it is the topic of day-
to-day conversations in the association meeting industry. And it’s 
also very much an international destination. They’re not just serv-
ing the American market. So there is just a lot of awareness and 
interest now from all over the world, including the U.S.” 

In turn, that has led to strong and vocal support from major 
industry organizations such as ASAE and PCMA.

John H. Graham IV, FASAE, CAE, president and CEO of 
ASAE, has proclaimed the rise of Mexico as an association meet-
ing destination ever since ASAE named the country a strategic 
partner several years ago.

“A partnership like the one we have with Mexico has to be a win 
for Mexico and it has to be a win for ASAE,” Graham told industry 
media outlet Mexico Today. “And the partnership has been a great 
success for both of us. And one of the things we do is look for ways 
to promote our partner. Mexico is known as a great destination 
for leisure travel. What we hope to do is to grow awareness among 
our (member) associations that Mexico is also a great meeting 
destination. And it’s in North America, which means it’s acces-
sible. It’s also affordable.

Among Mexico’s other high-profile industry supporters is 
PCMA president and CEO Deborah Sexton. In November 2012, 
PCMA’s North American Advisory Board held a conference in 
Mazatlan. High-profile attendees immediately began to proclaim 
the virtues of Mexico as a unique and very appealing destination.

Its reputation and portfolio of meeting-quality hotels have been 
enhanced by major U.S.-based hoteliers, such as InterContinental 
Hotels Group (IHG), Marriott, Hilton and W, among others. IHG 
alone will have invested  $500 million in 47 new Mexico proper-
ties by the end of this year.

In the meantime, major Mexican and international hoteliers 
such as Fiesta Americana, Grupo Presidente, Barcelo Hotels & 
Resorts, Palace Resorts, Riu Hotels & Resorts and AM Resorts have 
made significant investments in new hotels and renovations of ex-
isting properties to stay abreast of their American competition.

In May, Hard Rock International opened the world’s fourth 
All-Inclusive Collection property with the debut of the 1,264-
room Hard Rock Hotel Riviera Maya in the red-hot, modern re-
sort destination.

At the same time, Palace Resorts completed a $55 million reno-
vation and expansion of its landmark, 2,409-room Moon Palace 
Golf & Spa Resort in Cancun. The expansion included the addi-
tion of a new 140,000-sf Moon Palace Arena convention center.

Grupo Presidente — which operates hotels across Mexico 
in destinations including Cancun, Los Cabos, Mexico City, 

Guadalajara, Ixtapa and Merida — has undertaken major renova-
tions at its Presidente InterContinental Mexico City Polanco and 
the Presidente InterContinental Cancun Resort.

There also are new convention center facilities in Cabo San 
Lucas, Tijuana and Puebla. 

And the nearly 400,000-sf Centro Banamex convention cen-
ter in Mexico City remains one of the most acclaimed facilities of 
its kind in Latin America. It recently announced commitments 
from the World Congress of Cardiology, World Congress of the 
International Society of Nephrology and FIFA World Congress to 
hold its annual meetings there in 2016 and 2017. Centro Banamex 
can accommodate groups of up to 10,000, and there are 5,000 ho-
tel rooms within three miles. 

VALUE 
In addition to its ever-growing list of individ-

ual destinations and hotels, Mexico also offers 
exceptional value. And that has become even 
more important now that meeting budgets re-
main tight and the U.S. returns to a seller’s mar-
ket, with hotel rates spiking in many A-list meet-
ing destinations.

For Sheilah Jewart, CMP, the Windermere, 
Florida-based executive director of the American 
Society for Neurochemistry, whose members are scientists who 
specialize in brain research, the value proposition in Mexico was 
a primary reason why she chose the Fiesta Americana Cancun 
for her five-day joint meeting in April with the International 
Society for Neurochemistry, which drew a combined total of 
1,100 attendees.

“We just get so much more for our money in Mexico,” Jewart 
says. “I can give my attendees incredible food, tours and entertain-
ment for a registration fee that is about half what it would be if we 
did the meeting in a major U.S. destination.”

And value is key for her, Jewart says, because research sci-
entists typically work on modest grants and do not have big 
travel budgets. 

Len Douglen, executive director of Livingston, New Jersey-
based Associated Pest Services, whose members include pest 
control companies from across the country, says the bottom-line 
value Mexico delivers was a key factor in his organization’s selec-
tion of the Fiesta Americana Grand Los Cabos All Inclusive  Golf 
& Spa for a three-day meeting in February for 126 attendees.

He estimates that in a dollar-for-dollar comparison with 
a similar U.S. resort destination and hotel, he saved about 
20–25 percent.

Hope concurs that based on his experience hosting meetings 
in several Mexico destinations over the last two years, the coun-
try typically delivers savings of 20–25 percent. And that value 
proposition is now becoming even more important because 

U.S. properties in A-list destinations have begun to price them-
selves out of consideration for associations facing tight budgets 

— which includes most associations today.
In addition to cost savings, Douglen also praised the qual-

ity of the Fiesta Americana. “It’s a very charming hotel,” he says. 
“Everyone has an ocean view room. They have a beautiful infin-
ity pool. The rooms are nice and the food is excellent.” And the 
service was superb, he says. “The staff there is excellent,” he says.

Another bonus is the weather in February, which is when 
his group went to Cabo. “It only rains in Cabo for about seven 
days a year and those are all in summer,” Douglen says. “So the 
climate and the weather are great for most of the year, espe-
cially in February.”

Attendees will enjoy an enchanted evening at an outdoor banquet at the 
Fiesta Americana Grand Coral Beach Cancun Resort & Spa.
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A panoramic view of Centro Banamex Convention and Exhibition Center in Mexico City.

This year, Moon Palace Golf & Spa Resort’s new 140,000-sf Moon Palace Arena joined the resort’s existing 55,850-sf Lower Level Universal Ballroom, 36,000-
sf Upper Level Universal Ballroom and the 26,800-sf Galactic Ballroom.
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CULTURE AND HISTORY
In addition to value, Mexico also delivers a unique and fas-

cinating experience. Its rich history, combined with its cuisine 
and music, are a strong draw for both American and interna-
tional attendees.

Jewart’s attendees raved about Cancun and its famous “sub-
urbs” in a post-meeting survey.

“They loved the culture, the food, the tours — everything,” she 
says. Of particular interest were tours to Mayan ruins and historic 
landmarks such as Tulum and Chichen Itza, south of Cancun on 
the Caribbean Sea. Chichen Itza was among the largest cities in 
the ancient Mayan empire, and its ruins draw tourists and histo-
rians from all over the world. Tulum is a pre-Columbian walled 
city that overlooks the breathtakingly beautiful waters of the 
Caribbean on the Yucatan Peninsula.

“The history and culture of Mexico were so interesting to at-
tendees that we had people going to Chichen Itza and Tulum 
every single day in groups,” Jewart says. “They went snorkeling at-

places like Tulum and participated in ancient Mayan rituals with 
Mayan priests. It was just a spectacular experience.”

Because of the extent of her attendees’ interest in local cultures 
and eco-tourism, Jewart typically stages what she calls satellite 
meetings prior to the start of the main meeting. In Mexico, her 
satellite meetings in the small village of Valladolid, halfway be-
tween Cancun and Chichen Itza, and Merida, each drew more 
than 100 attendees for four days.

“Our scientists really love eco-tourism, and they also want to 
really immerse themselves in the local culture of the destination,” 
Jewart says. “So Mexico gave them a fantastic chance to do that.”

For Douglen’s group, the big appeal was whale-watching in 
Cabo San Lucas. Because it was the perfect time of year for an 
excursion, he booked a catamaran and hosted his group the day 
before the opening of the meeting. “It was great,” he says. “We saw 
a whale go straight up in the air. Everyone loved the experience.”

He also took advantage of the Fiesta Americana’s location by 
hosting an outdoor welcome reception on the beach after the first 
day of meeting sessions.

His personal review of Cabo: “If it were up to me, I’d go back 
every February,” he says, adding that his group will go back in 2015.

SERVICE
Not that long ago, Mexico was known — and often criticized 

— for its laidback “siesta time” work ethic, which often translated 
into mediocre service. But those days, too, have been eclipsed by 
an ongoing commitment to constantly improve the service hotels 
and other vendors offer meeting planners and their attendees.

“The hotels and the convention center were very well orga-
nized,” Jewart says. “The convention center and their ‘alliance,’ 
which is what they call their suppliers and vendors — are really 
strong. And they all work together very well. So it was very easy 

to do a meeting there.”
During her planning phase, she made 

several interim trips to organize details 
and vendors. “The hotels that are in the 
convention center district also work really 
well together, so that makes it easy to do a 
meeting there.”

The convention center’s alliance, she 
says, facilitates and coordinates everything 
required for the meeting as a way of mak-
ing the exercise convenient and efficient 
for the planner. 

Hope agrees, based on his own expe-
rience, that the general level of service in 
Mexico has increased dramatically in re-
cent years. “They’ve always been welcom-
ing and friendly,” he says. 

“But over the last few years, with the ex-

“Our scientists really 
love eco-tourism, and 
they also want to really 
immerse themselves in 
the local culture of the 
destination. So Mexico 
gave them a fantastic 
chance to do that.”

Sheila Jewart, CMP 
Executive Director 

American Society for 
Neurochemistry 
Windermere, FL

Fiesta of the Virgin of Guadalupe is celebrated in Mexico City on December 12. Thousands of pilgrims 
converge on the square in front of the Basilica de Guadalupe to pay tribute to Mexico’s patron saint. 
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with our success as Mexico’s premiere, award-winning hotels   
and resorts. Come experience our world-class properties and 
service, and bask in the warmth of our authentic Mexican    
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Mexico’s award-winning hotels & resorts
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periences we’ve had there, they are now very much ‘Johnny on the 
spot’ when it comes to service.”

Another concern for some meeting planners not familiar with 
the “modern” Mexico is the quality of its convention center facili-
ties — and especially their technology.

However, Jewart says, the $100 million Los Cabos Convention 
Center was excellent. “It was awesome,” she says. In fact, it was 
good enough to host the global G20 Summit for world economic 
leaders in June 2012.

“And they’re just getting ready now to do a 
big renovation, which will make it even bet-
ter,” Jewart says. “I was there last week, to get an 
award they gave me for the meeting I did in April, 
and they showed me a video of the plans for the 
renovation of the convention center. It’s going to 
be even more spectacular.”

The facility is capable of hosting groups of up 
to 5,000 attendees for meetings and expositions.

Its technology also was excellent, Jewart says. 
“They’ve got it all, including excellent audio-visu-
al services,” she says.

She also gives high marks to the F&B service 
at both the convention center and hotel. “Both 
were excellent,” she says. 

Hope also notes the ever-increasing quality of F&B service in 
Mexico. “From an F&B standpoint, some Mexican properties are 
rivaling New York and Los Angeles, from the design of the menu 
to the presentation of the food,” he says. “And many of them have 
hired international chefs. They have really stepped up their game.” 

FINDING YOUR SPOT
Perhaps most important, Mexico’s long and diverse list of indi-

vidual destinations continues to broaden its appeal.
Two years ago, Jewart independently planned a five-day meet-

ing for the Association of Medical Schools of Microbiology and 
Immunology Chairs (AMSMIC) in Ixtapa, a less well known 
but exotic destination that shows off yet another aspect of 

Mexican history and culture — a historic beach resort in the 
state of Guerrero. “Ixtapa is just a wonderful place,” Jewart says. 

“It’s magical.”
Her hotel of choice was the intimate, sophisticated, upscale 

Las Brisas, which has a famous sister property in Acapulco once a 
top hideaway for Hollywood stars such as John Wayne.

“In Ixtapa, the Las Brisas property is away from the tourist dis-
trict,” Jewart says. “It’s tucked into the mountains. It was also de-
signed by a famous architect that designed the Westin hotels in 
Cabo San Lucas and Puerto Vallarta. It’s just a very special hotel 
and a fantastic experience.”

Her group of medical academics avoided the tourist district 
altogether, instead favoring trips to the nearby beachside town 
of Zihuatanejo.

“Ixtapa and that area is a very unique place,” Jewart says. “And 
attendees loved Ixtapa, too.”

MEETINGS ARE SAFE AND SECURE 
If there is a single issue that continues to haunt Mexico and be-

tray the interests of some meeting planners who would otherwise 
enthusiastically go there, it is the long barrage of media reports in 
recent years about the violence between drug cartels.

Because of the headlines and travel advisories issued for 
Mexico by the U.S. State Department and other diplomatic agen-
cies, Jewart says she did get emails expressing concern about 
safety before her April meeting. But, she stresses, Mexico is safe. 

“Cancun is about as safe as you can be,” she says. “And it hurts me 
that Mexico gets the bad publicity. The violence is confined to 
drug gangs and has nothing to do with tourism or meetings.”

She adds that she has never heard of a single meeting-related 
incident in Mexico. Neither has Hope.

And now that Mexico is attracting so many association 
meetings and so much attention from planners, they hope that 
the last remaining negative perception about the country will 
fade into history. AC&F

“It only rains in Cabo 
for about seven days 
a year and those are 
all in summer. So 
the climate and the 
weather are great 
for most of the year, 
especially in February.”Len Douglen 

Executive Director 
Associated Pest Services 

Livingston, NJ

The All Inclusive Collection in May introduced the world’s fourth all-inclusive Hard Rock Hotel 
with a grand opening celebration of the Hard Rock Hotel Riviera Maya.
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John Vlieger, CMP, CEM, was promoted to 
convention sales and services manager 
for the San Antonio Convention & Visitors 
Bureau. He was national convention sales 
manager for the bureau.

Karen Wall was named sales manager for 
Visit Winston-Salem responsible for the 
North Carolina association and Southeast 
regional markets. She was in convention 
sales for the International Market Centers 
in High Point, North Carolina.

The Anaheim/Orange County Visitor & 
Convention Bureau (AOCVCB), Anaheim, 
California, has announced new sales posi-
tions: Dana Pickle is director of convention 

sales for the Central U.S. She was a national 
account executive for the Greater Houston 
CVB. Kara Bowman is director of meeting 
sales for the mid-Atlantic region. She was 
account director for Tourism Toronto. 
Victoria Diaz is director of meeting sales for 
the Eastern region. She was client services 
manager and small meetings coordinator 
for the bureau.

Johnny Danrich III, CMP, CASE, CTA, was pro-
moted to director of sales and services for 
the Oklahoma City Convention & Visitors 
Bureau. He was assistant director of sales 
for the bureau.

Ty Brassie was named director of sales and 

marketing at La Cantera Hill Country 
Resort in San Antonio, Texas. He was the 
director of sales and marketing at Omni 
Rancho Las Palmas Resort & Spa, Rancho 
Mirage, California.

Meet Minneapolis, Convention and Visitors 
Association, has named Brent Foerster as 
senior vice president, destination sales. He 
was vice president of sales, marketing and 
communications for Visit Milwaukee.

Visit Spokane has named Lisa McHaffie as 
director of national accounts. She most 
recently served as national sales manager 
at Radisson Seattle Airport and The Coeur 
d’Alene Resort in Idaho.  AC&F

VLIEGER WALL DANRICH BRASSIE FOERSTER
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