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Up to 40 attendees can see for 
miles from one of the 28 cabins 
in The High Roller, the largest 
observation wheel in the world, 
now open in Las Vegas at The Linq.

Warm temperatures, sunny 
days and fun on the beach make 
meetings in Florida memorable. 

A festive outdoor event at Fiesta 
Americana Grand Coral Beach 
Cancun Resort & Spa.

Professional forecaddies elevate the service at the Resort at Pelican Bay.
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1000 PGA TOUR Boulevard

Ponte Vedra Beach, FL 32082

(904) 285-7777
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Meticulous Renovation Just Completed • 56,000 Square Feet of Event Space 

510 Guest Rooms • 24 Suites • 80 One/Two Bedroom Villas • 8 Restaurants   
Extraordinary Catering & Event Services • Exclusive Access to Advance Tee Times 

at Legendary TPC Sawgrass • IAGTO’s 2013 North American Golf Resort of the Year   
Gold Key and Gold Tee Award Winner • 25,000 Sq. Ft. Spa • Private Beach Club 

Sawgrass Marriott – A Place Like No Other

BOOK AN UNFORGETTABLE MEETING ALONG NORTHEAST FLORIDA’S 

“FIRST COAST.”  CONTACT ANDREA SMITH, DIRECTOR OF GROUP SALES 

AT ASMITH@SAWGRASS MARRIOTT.COM OR CALL (904) 280-7033

SPECIAL REWARDS MAY BE AVAILABLE FOR BOOKINGS BY JUNE 30, 2014 
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Harvey Grotsky

Publisher’s
Message

Back on the Road
Recently, the Global Business Travel Association (GBTA) significantly in-

creased its forecast for 2014, despite the effects of a very long and harsh win-
ter season. They predict U.S. business travel spending to rise 7.1 percent to 
$293.3 billion, a substantial upgrade from the 6.6 percent predicted last quarter. 
GBTA’s outlook for group travel was also revised to increase 7 percent in 2014 

to $126 billion — up from 6.5 percent growth 
GBTA predicted last quarter.

GBTA Executive Director and COO Michael 
W. McCormick commented, “As the spring thaw 
gets into full swing businesses are feeling more 
confident, with pent-up demand to get their 
employees back on the road. Business travel 
growth is a leading indicator of job growth, and 
we’ve seen this play out in previous quarters 
as the private sector has finally regained all 
of the jobs lost during the recession. Today’s 
forecast suggests that this measured but steady 
improvement should continue.”

As groups and business travelers get “back 
on the road” they increasingly turn to Florida to stage their meetings and 
events. For example, Ellen Wofford, who graces our cover this month, is a 
true fan of meeting in Florida. Wofford, the chief operating officer of Charlotte, 
NC-based Financial Research Associates LLC, plans about 20 percent of her 
company’s financial conferences in the Sunshine State. Wofford’s company 
recently met for the first time in St. Augustine. Wofford said her meeting had 
a special sort of wow factor because the “nations oldest city” is gearing up to 
celebrate the 450th anniversary of its founding next year. “It just gave the meet-
ing a certain buzz in terms of history,” she said.

Wofford meets often in Orlando especially when she needs a family-friendly 
destination, and Miami is her No. 1 go-to Florida destination for her financial 
conferences, especially the Brickell area. “The main reason our attendees like 
Miami so much is the ease of getting in and out,” she says. “It’s also really con-
venient to be able to get from the airport to the hotels very rapidly.” Wofford  
and fellow meeting planners share a variety of great reasons to meet in Florida 
on page 18 in “Why Planners Return to the Sunshine State Year After Year After 
Year.” For more great reasons to meet in Las Vegas, see page 22, and for what’s 
new and noteworthy about meeting in Mexico, turn to page 30. 
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See all that Baltimore has to offer
See all that Baltimore has to offer

          Navigate Baltimore’s convention community with the industry’s newest virtual planning tool. Roam the Baltimore

 Convention Center floor by floor until you find the space configuration that is right for you. Select your hotel room

block and get the latest on top attractions and museums for off-site events. Then check out a wide variety of

restaurant and private dining options and our exciting retail scene. Planning your event and navigating

the city while in town has never been easier than with Baltimore InSite.

BALTIMORE | INSITE

To arrange for a demonstration, call 800.343.3468 
or download the free app at www.Baltimore.org.

Navigate the 
convention 
community 
and select 
a hotel room 
block.

Present to 
your leadership 
and enhance 
your attendees’ 
experience.

Tour the 
convention 
center’s 
300,000 sq ft 
of exhibit space.

Identify 
off-site 
venues 
and private 
dining.

140142_VISIT_8.125x10.875_InSite.indd   1 2/5/14   4:30 PM



NASHVILLE, TN — The Country Music Hall of Fame 
and Museum unveiled its 210,000-sf expansion during 
a grand opening ceremony, with performances by Coun-
try Music Hall of Fame member Vince Gill, the McCrary 
Sisters, Ricky Skaggs, the Valentines and Lee Ann Wom-
ack, accompanied by the Grand Opening All-Star Band. 
Tennessee Governor Bill Haslam, Nashville Mayor Karl 
Dean, Museum Director Kyle Young and museum board 
Chairman Steve Turner delivered inspiring commemora-
tive remarks at the event, which drew hundreds of music 
industry, government and community leaders.

The celebration marked the final phase of the museum’s 
expansion — 10,000 sf of new gallery space — joining 
recently opened additions including the 800-seat CMA 
Theater, the Taylor Swift Education Center, a new home 

for the legendary and thriving letterpress operation Hatch 
Show Print and the Event Hall. The expansion also includes 
much-needed archival and library storage, allowing for even 
more robust cultivation of the museum’s treasured collec-
tion. www.countrymusichalloffame.org

Trump National Doral Miami Reveals Newly 
Reimagined Meeting and Event Space

MIAMI, FL — Trump National Doral Miami, part of the 
Trump Hotel Collection, has expanded its meeting and 
event spaces, including newly enhanced ballrooms. 
The transformed venues offer more than 100,000 sf 
of elegant indoor space, state-of-the-art technology, 
and sophisticated catering and event planning services 
coupled with abundant outdoor venues throughout the 
vast 800-acre resort.

“Our vision for Trump National Doral from the onset has 
been to create an ultra-luxurious resort property in the 
heart of Miami, and these venues are an incredible reflec-
tion of this and the grandeur of the resort in its entirety,” 
said Ivanka Trump, executive vice president of develop-
ment and acquisitions, The Trump Organization. “The 
newly designed ballrooms and meeting spaces are stun-
ning; a true representation of elegance and one of many 
defining characteristics that will make Trump National 
Doral an unparalleled experience for our guests.”

In June, the resort will begin transforming Legends, the 
largest ballroom (24,000 sf), and reintroduce the venue 
in October as The Donald J. Trump Grand Ballroom.

Three new ballrooms have been added to the resort. 
Currently open, they are: The Crystal Ballroom, a stun-
ning 7,300-sf venue perched on the top level of the 
resort clubhouse with expansive views of the famed Blue 
Monster Golf Course. The venue can accommodate up to 
500 guests, and more than 1,000 guests when used in 
conjunction with its 8,000-sf outdoor terrace. The Ivanka 
Trump Ballroom, comprised of 8,100 sf of elegant indoor 

space, boasts well-appointed seating for up to 1,200 
guests. The new White & Gold Ballroom (9,500 sf) rede-
fines classic style and seats up to 1,200 guests.

The resort has enhanced five golf courses, including 
the famed, redesigned Blue Monster golf course, which 
has been the official home of the PGA Tour for more than 
50 years. The acclaimed Jim McLean Golf School is also 
available onsite.

Other noteworthy updates include a new hotel lobby; a 
completely revamped pool complex; a 48,000-sf resort 
spa; and a redesigned state-of-the-art fitness center. 
www.trumpnationaldoral.com

The Ivanka Trump Ballroom at Trump National Doral Miami.

French Lick Resort Tops Off Meeting Space Expansion
FRENCH LICK, IN — The last 

steel beam was lowered into place 
April 17 on French Lick Resort’s 
meeting space expansion. When 
complete in January 2015, the 
Meeting & Event Center will be the 
largest hotel meeting space in the 
state of Indiana.

The 58,000-sf expansion, con-
necting the existing Event Center 
with the Valley Links Exhibition 
Center, will allow the resort to 
host large groups simultaneously 
while offering space for general sessions, breakouts 
and exhibitions.

This addition includes the 34,000-sf expansion, a 

22,000-sf adjustable ballroom 
and 27 different meeting ven-
ues. Groups will have access to 
nearly 163,500 sf of event spaces 
resort-wide.

Offerings also include compli-
mentary Wi-Fi in guest rooms, 
public spaces and meeting rooms. 
Teambuilding events from culinary 
demonstrations to the “Wild West 
Adventure” are available onsite. 

French Lick Resort, a resort 
destination comprised of the West 

Baden Springs Hotel, French Lick Springs Hotel and French 
Lick Casino, features 689 guest rooms and suites, a 
51,000-sf casino and 63 holes of golf. www.frenchlick.com

SANTA FE, MEXICO and MCLEAN, VA — Hilton 
Worldwide announced the opening of Hilton Mexico 
City Santa Fe, a 260-room new-build Hilton Hotels & 
Resorts property.

A great base for events and business travelers, the 
hotel provides more than 8,000 sf of flexible meeting 
space including a ballroom elegantly designed with 
warm textured wood feature walls and contemporary 
chandeliers. The mezzanine level offers a business 
center including six boardrooms, all boasting cutting-
edge work spaces and seamlessly integrated technology 
for maximum efficiency, while the rooftop level — a 
unique asset in the city — acts as a flexible space 
perfectly designed for private events. www.hilton.com

Hilton Hotels & Resorts Debuts New Hotel in Mexico

GBTA Revises Business Travel Growth Forecast Upward for 2014
WASHINGTON, DC — Despite the 

harsh winter, business travel is ex-
pected to continue its surge in 2014. 
The Global Business Travel Associa-
tion (GBTA) significantly increased its 
forecast for the year, driven in large 
part by healthy corporate profits, 
rising management confidence and 
increased job development.

U.S. business travel spending is 
now expected to rise 7.1 percent in 

2014 to $293.3 billion, a substantial 
upgrade from the 6.6 percent growth 
to $289.8 billion predicted last quar-
ter. GBTA’s outlook for group travel 
was revised to increase 7 percent in 
2014 to $126 billion — up from the 
6.5 percent.

“As the spring thaw gets into full 
swing, businesses are feeling more 
confident, with pent-up demand to 
get their employees back on the 

road,” said Michael W. McCormick, 
GBTA executive director and COO. 
“Business travel growth is a lead-
ing indicator of job growth, and 
we’ve seen this play out in previ-
ous quarters as the private sector 
has finally regained all of the jobs 
lost during the recession. This...
measured but steady improvement 
should continue.” www.gbta.org, 
www.gbta.org/foundation

(L to r) French Lick Resort’s Director of Proj-
ect Management Alan Beck, Architect George 
Ridgway, COO Chris Leininger and Director of 
Sales Adina Cloud at the expansion site.  

Nashville’s Country Music Hall of Fame and Museum.

The Country Music Hall of Fame and Museum Marks Major Milestone

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

Hilton Mexico 
City Santa Fe.
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Technology By Melissa Van Dyke

Navigating the Digital Revolution

It’s no secret that we are in the midst of a digital revolu-
tion. The number of mobile phones now nearly equals the 
number of humans on the planet (6.8 billion vs. 7 billion 

respectively) and is set to outpace humans very soon; with 
1.6 billion users, Facebook now holds the distinction of being 
the fourth most populous 
country in the world (if it 
were allowed to hold such 
stature); and the amount 
of data pushed through 
wireless networks is set to 
grow 66 percent over the 
next five years.

Given the amount and 
velocity of digital change, 
how are meeting plan-
ners adapting? What is 
influencing their adoption 
of these technologies and 
what pitfalls are they en-
countering? To begin to 
understand the answers, 
the Incentive Research 
Foundation (IRF) partnered 
with New York University’s 
Preston Robert Tisch Center 
for Hospitality, Tourism and Sports Management on a quali-
tative study to explore how this digital revolution is helping 
meetings and incentive planners achieve their goals; what is 
driving their decisions; and what is impeding their intended 
implementations.

The primary trends uncovered in the study revolve around 
Wi-Fi, virtual, social media and mobile applications.

Wi-Fi
By far the biggest technology change noted by planners 

was the dynamic tension created by burgeoning and unmet 
Wi-Fi needs. This is understandable as many of the other 
trends (social media, mobile applications, virtual meetings) 
all depend at some level on this underlying 802.11 wireless 

local area network technology. The planners with whom we 
spoke viewed the need for Wi-Fi as vital for successful meet-
ings, but felt constrained to advance their implementations 
as many venues offer only limited or expensive availability. 
This dynamic tension between the needs of meeting plan-

ners and certain hotels’ infrastructure constraints will be key 
to the meetings technology conversation for the next few 
years. Luckily, as hotel chains realize the monetary value of 

“Wi-Fi everywhere” and new market entrants allow meeting 
planners to BYOW (bring your own Wi-Fi), planners’ capa-
bilities will certainly expand in the near term.

Social Media
In the IRF’s recent Pulse Study conducted in the fall of 

2013, more than 60 percent of planners had used social 
media in some manner over the last year to augment their 
programs. Especially for incentive travel programs, social me-
dia is seen as a way to build community, engage attendees 
on and offsite, and market the program to increase its mo-

tivational allure. Although it also holds potential for peer-to-
peer learning opportunities in large audiences, social media 
certainly can have mixed reviews based on the makeup of 
the audience.

The possible successes, and potential problems, of social 
media present a double-edged sword for planners who must 
balance this new engagement source with the security and 
public relations risks that the technology presents. This is 
why providers such as Red Button TV are gaining in popular-
ity. With the ability to advise on social strategy, help plan-
ners numerically calculate social media’s value to their event 
and cull tweets for potential PR hazards, planners have a 
much greater ability to tip the scale toward reward versus 
risk when such partners are involved.

What is most important for planners to understand, 
however, is that even within a healthy social media imple-
mentation, the 1:9:90 rule will take hold. Only one percent 
of users will create content on average, with 9 percent react-
ing to these creations, and the remaining 90 percent acting 
as viewers only.

Mobile
With laptops, smartphones, tablets, MP3 players and 

e-readers now in the mix, it is easy to understand why 
many studies are estimating the average number of mobile 
devices carried by North Americans and Europeans to be 
between two and three devices per person. The question for 
mobile, then, is not if mobile technologies are becoming a 
part of meetings but how planners are targeting their use 
within programs. 

Our research shows that mobile applications are currently 
being used to cut paper costs and digitally distribute materials. 
They are also becoming an important tool for creating digital 
communities that mirror those created onsite. Providers such 
as QuickMobile are creating single or multiple event applica-
tions, which allow planners to facilitate interactions among 
attendees and their speakers, their leaders, event organizers 
and even other attendees. It’s important to note, however, 
that planners should first understand the types of operating 
systems predominant in their audience. They also should not 
assume that all attendees will automatically know how to 
download or use such applications. Additionally, while mo-
bile applications usage is prevalent, that does not mean it is 
yet ubiquitous in all meetings. Planners need to understand 
the usage patterns of their audience before deciding how 
heavily to rely on mobile applications.

Virtual Meetings
Although the primary purpose of our research with NYU 

was not to understand the pros and cons in the implantation 
of virtual versus face-to-face meetings, it was instructive to 
learn that the planners we spoke with certainly saw virtual 
technologies as an ongoing and consistent consideration in 
their digital strategies. While much research on the impact 
of virtual meetings and their appropriate application in stra-
tegic meetings management continues, planners do seem 
to see the cost benefits of virtual meetings outweighing the 
negatives when it comes to meetings that consist of com-
pany updates, general staff meetings or other smaller, time-
constrained internal meetings with a very low-level need for 
networking or teambuilding.

With the digital revolution by no means slowing in the 
near term, meeting planners are working diligently to navi-
gate the various opportunities and pitfalls that each technol-
ogy presents. Planners are finding that a meetings strategy is 
often incomplete without some level of discussion surround-
ing the digital strategy set to support it. At a minimum, Wi-Fi 
will continue to be an important point of dynamic tension 
between venues and planners until the onsite (or portable) 
infrastructure meets the additional social, mobile and virtual 
needs planners require. I&FMM

Melissa Van Dyke is president of the Incentive Research 
Foundation. She previously was the managing consultant 
of the Employee Engagement Practice and held leadership 
positions in Solution Management, Product Development 
and Business Technology Solution Management at Maritz. 
m.vandyke@theirf.org, www.theirf.org.

Planners need to understand 
the usage patterns of their 
audience before deciding 
how heavily to rely on 
mobile applications.

Social
Media Mobile

Virtual
Meetings

Wi-Fi
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Event Planning By Andy Johnston

Always Give Them a Show

Be honest. Why do people attend your conferences, 
training meetings and corporate events? Why do 
people take the incentive trips and respond to re-

ward programs? You might think the top reasons are:
1. Information and education.
2. Network with old and new friends.
3. Discuss common problems and solutions.
4. Earn continuing education credits.
5. It’s a company event, so I had to go.

The Real Answer
The answer isn’t the location, food, speeches, hotel 

rooms or content and activities. Everyone comes for per-
sonal, sharable experiences. It doesn’t matter if the attend-
ees are attorneys, educators, CPAs or insurance executives 
— you have to give them compelling reasons to care about 
the objectives, content and speakers.

As a successful meeting consultant, I’m not a big believ-
er in saying “always” and “never,” but generating atten-
dance is the big exception. Under no circumstances should 
you ever violate this absolute rule:

Always Give Them a Show
How many times have you heard someone say, “This is 

business. I’m not here to put on a show”? Well, you are. It’s 
what your audience members expect, and they are entitled 
to it. Still, there are people and organizations that consider 
adding elements of entertainment, emotion and “active 
interest” trivial.

Here’s what I mean by “give them a show.” Appeal to 
each person in ways that help convey content and messages 
so that it is valuable, acceptable, emotional and memorable.

Would You Attend Your Event?
People enjoy and respond to the feelings that experi-

ences generate. When you give your audiences a show, you 
are giving them permission to react...to get involved on an 
emotional level.

Ask yourself, why would anyone want to invest their 
time and attention in anything that’s devoid of feelings 

and reactions? Then, look at your training, development, 
internal and external communication, meetings and incen-
tive programs. Would you attend your own event if you 
didn’t have to?

The people who attend meetings today expect to par-
ticipate and do things for themselves. They view being an 
attendee as an action word. Attendees expect valuable ex-
periences that are more than 12-hour marathons of folding 
chairs, dark rooms, PowerPoint presentations and managed 
activities. How do you create those experiences? 

A memorable experience isn’t based on the content; it’s 
based on how the attendees feel about the content.

Here’s your success strategy:

It’s Show Time
The good news is that in the history of the planet, there 

have never been more ways to make your events memo-
rable. Think about all the techniques and technologies you 
can use. Take those tools and personalize your meeting in 
ways that are clear, simple and effective. The secrets are:
• Powerful messages that focus on the individual needs 

of the organization and the audience.
• Content with meaning that attendees can use 

immediately after the meeting to handle their individual 
requirements.

• Active, interactive media to visualize the content and 
make it relevant and entertaining.

• Music, staging and technology that showcase the 
content and demonstrate to the audience that you 
value their participation.
In 2014, there also is this cold reality: If what your au-

dience can find on their smartphones or tablets is more 
interesting and relevant than what’s happening at the front 
of the room — you’ve wasted their time and the organiza-
tion’s money. Here are some proven ways to sustain their 
attention and maximize the personalization.

Make the Audience the Show
A show is the audience’s reward for being there. It is 

the face of your event or workshop. How you handle the 

content and the ways you present it make people feel 
valued and special. Your goal is: “Wow, look what they 
did for me!”

Your task begins by not assuming that the attendees are 
interested or involved just because they are there.

10 Ways to Make It Real
1. From the moment they arrive, give your attendees 

reasons to care. If people don’t care, the content 
doesn’t matter.

2. Don’t assume that the location or the venue will do all 
the work. People can be bored in paradise.

3. Understand what people really want and expect from 
the event or program. Don’t assume that everyone 
wants the same things.

4. Then target your content to that particular audience. 
Speak using their vocabulary, terms and context.

5. Invest more time on what the content means and why 
and less time explaining what it is.

6. Tell stories and share experiences instead of just 
presenting information, data and details. Don’t tell 
attendees things they already know.

7. Avoid the temptation to over-manage. People need 
downtime to process information, relax and reflect. 
Don’t program every minute of the day.

8. Give people something to do and experience. If 
the day is little more than presentations you have 
a problem. Visualize and dramatize to make the 
content come alive. Even a training meeting can have 
movement, song and dance.

9. Don’t be afraid to show and share emotions. Emotions 
are very powerful tools. Every experience doesn’t have 
to be upbeat and positive, but it has to be human.

10. Use the event as an opportunity to reinforce how 
much you value every single person who attends.

Make It Entertaining — and Human
Think about the most memorable event you ever attend-

ed. It was a great experience. It was dynamic. You could see 
it, hear it and sense it. Something happened at that event. 
It was reflected in the faces, postures, enthusiasm, atti-
tudes and actions of the people there. And it was reflected 
in the positive results the event generated.

I’ll bet it wasn’t just another workshop, meeting or pro-
gram — it was a show. You left feeling energized, inspired 
and ready to act.

How to Boost Your Meeting’s Staying Power
According to Nobel Prize-winning psychologist Daniel 

Kahneman, there are actually two experiences for every meet-
ing, presentation, workshop, cruise or party. There is what we 
experienced as it happened...and the memory of the experi-
ence after it’s over. 

The memory is what lasts. It’s the total of every thing and 
everyone. It’s like your memory is a storyteller and you need a 
happy ending. So, how do you create one? Give your audience:
• Chances to feel — not just listen.
• Engagement — not just interaction.
• Personalized information — not just instruction.
• Aha moments and insight — not just awareness.

How Will You Rate Next Time?
Long after everything is over, what kind of review will your 

audience give your next event?
Did the participants duck out early and head for the near-

est bar, golf course or airport? Or did they sit up, take notice 
and participate in many diverse opportunities to experience 
powerful content that’s relevant to their specific needs. Did 
they find practical ways to use the information immediately 
and leave the event revved up for their next workday?

If you want to make sure that the people who attend your 
events give you glowing reviews and deliver the results you 
need, it’s that simple. Always give them a show. I&FMM

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 people who attend 
meetings today expect to 
participate and do things for 
themselves. They view being an 
‘attendee’ as an action word.
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Golf Resorts

Golf resorts succeed in the 
meetings market when they 
do not primarily rest on the 

laurels of a great championship golf 
course, but consistently strive to at-
tract planners with quality function 
spaces off the greens.

Excellent temperate weather also 
plays an important role when plan-
ning a golf program, therefore, it’s 
a good idea to consider resorts in 
regions that boast 300+ days of 

sunshine such as Florida, Arizona, 
Colorado, New Mexico, California, 
the Caribbean and many more.

Florida
Many of these areas promote them-

selves as golf capitals of the world, 
but Florida, with more than 1,000 golf 
courses, usually takes the prize.

On the west coast of Florida, the 
popular Hilton Sandestin Beach Golf 
Resort & Spa completed a $5.5 million 
renovation last February, covering 
the resort’s 32,000 sf of indoor meet-

ing space, the AAA Four Diamond 
Seagar’s Prime Steaks and Seafood 
and the common space of the 400-
room Emerald Tower.

A $12.5 million transformation is 
currently under way, refurbishing all 
200 Spa Tower rooms, redesigning 
the indoor pool, and recreating the 
main lobby experience.

Given the 598-room hotel’s slew of 
attractive features for groups, includ-
ing access to four championship golf 

courses, these renovations may well 
be gilding the lily.

Among the insurance firms that 
have found the resort a draw for 
incentive trips are the Missouri 
Farm Bureau and the Louisiana 
Farm Bureau.

The Missouri Farm Bureau held 
a family incentive for agents at the 
Hilton Sandestin last summer (return-
ing this June for the third time), and 
James A. Perch, marketing resources 
director for the bureau, notes that 
“the golf courses there are well main-

tained, and the hotel provides us with 
some discounting for our people as 
far as greens fees, etc.

“When you’re paying for golf at a 
resort, you’re usually paying more 
than back home, and you want to get 
value for your dollar. At the Hilton 
Sandestin you definitely do.”

The four golf courses also are an 
advantage. “At least 50 percent of 
our qualifiers are repeat winners. So 
we’ve had people who have gone 
there a couple times and intention-
ally play a different course each 
time,” says Perch.

Hilton Sandestin Beach Golf Resort 
& Spa guests have access to four golf 
courses that wind through the com-
munity of Sandestin: Raven Golf Club, 
Burnt Pine Golf Club, Baytowne 
Golf Club and The Links Golf Club, 
which are owned by the neighbor-
ing Sandestin Golf & Beach Resort. 
Baytowne Golf Course holes No. 13, 
14 and 15 are located directly in front 
of the Hilton Sandestin.

Not only does the Hilton Sandestin 
offer variety in golf courses, but also 
in recreational activities overall.

The Louisiana Farm Bureau, which 
held an incentive program at the 
Hilton Sandestin last year, is returning 
to the resort in September. “About 60 
of our 120 to 150 attendees are golf-
ers,” says Jennifer N. Meyers, direc-
tor of agency services for the bureau. 
“Non-golfers will do charter fishing, 
for example. And there is a shuttle to 

the Village of Baytowne Wharf where 
all those shops and restaurants are, so 
that really works well for our group.”

The resort offers 32,000 sf of in-
door meeting space and 20,000 sf of 
outdoor deck space. “For our wel-
come reception last summer, we were 
able to use their outdoor space right 
on the beach, which worked wonder-
fully,” says Meyers.

Florida’s west coast is home to an-
other standout, the Innisbrook Resort 
& Golf Club in Palm Harbor, part of 
Salamander Hotels & Resorts’ Grand 
Golf Resorts of Florida collection, 
which also includes Hammock Beach 
Resort in Palm Coast and Reunion 
Resort in Orlando.

Like the Hilton Sandestin, Innis-
brook offers attendees a choice of 
four golf courses, including the top-
rated Copperhead Course, a favorite 
of golf tour professionals and the site 
of many PGA and LPGA tour events.

More than 100,000 sf of meeting 
space is available at the 600-room re-

sort, which also features the luxuri-
ous Indaba Spa.

On Florida’s east coast, near 
Jacksonville, lies the AAA Five Diamond 
Ponte Vedra Inn & Club, which boasts 
the Ocean and Lagoon golf courses. 
Opened in 1928, the Ocean Course 
has the distinction of being the first golf 
course in the region.

Golf can be integrated into group 
functions at Ponte Vedra. For example, 
“putting green coffee breaks” and “clos-
est-to-the-pin cocktail receptions” are 
popular options.

The 250-room Inn & Club offers 
30,000 sf of function space (17,400 sf 
of meeting space), while the Lodge & 
Club has 13,000 sf of function space 
and seven meeting rooms.

And one can’t leave out Orlando 
when highlighting the Sunshine State’s 
golf resorts, particularly Rosen Shingle 
Creek, one of Orlando’s finest. The par-
72 Shingle Creek Golf Course, named 
by Golfweek as “One of America’s Top 
40 New Courses,” features a David 

Harman design stretching along histor-
ic Shingle Creek, with interconnected 
waterways and undulating fairways.

The 1,500-room resort boasts 
490,000 sf of function space and also is 
home to the Brad Brewer Golf Academy.

Farther down the east coast is a 
par-72 golf course accentuated by 
banyan and royal palm trees at The 
Westin Diplomat Resort & Spa near 
Fort Lauderdale.

Overseen by Troon Golf, the golf 
experience includes carts equipped 
with Prolink GPS, which offers game 
assistance and allows for food and bev-
erage delivery during play. The 998-
room Westin houses more than 200,000 
sf of flexible function space, including 
a 50,000-sf unobstructed Great Hall.

Virginia
It may be exciting for attendees to 

tee off on a “Top 40 New Course” such 
as the Shingle Creek Golf Course, but 
there is much to be said for the appeal 
of historic greens.

By Patrick Simms
That Ace the Meeting Experience

“At least 50 percent of our 
qualifiers are repeat winners. So 
we’ve had people who have gone 
there (Hilton Sandestin) a couple 
times and intentionally play a 
different course each time.”
James A. Perch, Marketing Resources Director, 
Missouri Farm Bureau, Jefferson City, MO
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AN ICONIC RESORT  
REMARKABLY REFRESHED
Experience our $35 million resort-wide rejuvenation. Each of our 487 rooms along with the 
60,000 square feet of conference space have been completely and beautifully upgraded with 
the newest signature touches from Westin for a new level of luxury in Tucson. Rated #1 for 
business travels in Tucson, plus awarded the highest MPSI score in the region.

Call 1.800.677.6338 for details and visit westinlapalomaresort.com.

The Keystone Ranch 
Golf Course is one of two 

courses at the Keystone 
Resort in Colorado.  



The Omni Homestead, in Hot 
Springs, VA, is home to the Old 
Course, completed in 1892 and fea-
turing the nation’s oldest first tee in 
continuous use.

American presidents such as Taft 
and Eisenhower have teed off on 
the Old Course, while the Cascades 
Course affords panoramic views of the 
Allegheny Mountains and has hosted 
multiple USGA championships and 
PGA Tour events.

The 483-room Omni Homestead of-
fers groups 72,000 sf of meeting space, 
and plenty of memorable experienc-
es apart from its fabled golfing, such 
as falconry, archery, carriage rides 
and kayaking.

Texas
Attendees of Scottsdale, AZ-based 

Wells Fargo Bank’s recognition pro-
gram at the JW Marriott San Antonio 
Hill Country Resort & Spa enjoyed local 
tours and wine tasting in addition to a 
golf tournament at TPC San Antonio, a 
36-hole PGA Tour golf club. Opened in 
2010, the Pete Dye- and Greg Norman-
designed course is situated on 2,800 
rolling acres at the base of the San 
Antonio Hill Country and is the site of 
the annual Valero Texas Open.

The scramble tournament “was 

on a day where all the other activi-
ties were four to five hours, so we did 
a nine-hole tournament in order to 
work within the time frame we had,” 
relates Mindy Gunn, CMP, CMM, vice 
president, meeting and event planning 
manager, enterprise meeting and event 
services, Wells Fargo Bank NA.

“The golf itself was recreational, but 
we paired our hosts (senior leaders) 
with members of their department in 
order to facilitate connections within 
the department. This was valuable to 
the team members being recognized. 
It created a casual, fun environment 
for them to get to know the lead-
ership team.”

Among the advantages of the JW 
Marriott, Gunn says, are its location 
(outside a major city), sheer size at 
1,002 guest rooms and 265,000 sf of 
meeting space, and amenities such as 
the 26,000-sf Lantana Spa.

San Antonio’s Hill Country also 
is home to another top golf property 
La Cantera Hill Country Resort. Two 
championship 18-hole courses are on-
site: The Resort Course and The Palmer 
Course, the latter designed by the leg-
endary Arnold Palmer.

Adjacent to the Resort Clubhouse is 
a 3,100-sf pavilion with views of the 
city lights and Texas Hill Country. The 

508-room La Cantera houses more than 
39,000 sf of meeting space, including 
a 17,000-sf ballroom, and its design 
reflects native textiles, artwork and 
color palettes.

New Mexico
In nearby New Mexico is a golf re-

sort that also is beautifully integrated 
with its landscape and local culture: 
The Hyatt Regency Tamaya Resort 
& Spa. Situated in Santa Ana Pueblo 
between Santa Fe and Albuquerque, 
the resort’s Twin Warriors Golf Club 
rests on land sacred to the Tamayame 
(people of Tamaya). The high-desert, 
18-hole course wends its way around 
20 ancient cultural sites at the base of 
the Sandia Mountains; there is, for ex-
ample, an abandoned horse corral off 
the 17th fairway.

The club’s director of instruction, 
Sandy Lemon, is both an LPGA and 
PGA professional and a 28-year veter-
an of the golf industry. The 350-room 
Hyatt features more than 21,000 sf of 
indoor function space and more than 
25,000 sf of outdoor function space.

In Mescalero, near Ruidoso, the Inn 
of the Mountain Gods Resort & Casino 
offers a little extra “game” beyond the 
greens, ranking 23rd in Golf Digest’s 
“Top 40 Casino Golf Courses.”

Tips for Terrific Tee Times
Mindy Gunn, CMP, CMM, vice 

president, meeting and event 
planning manager, enterprise 
meeting and event services, Wells 
Fargo Bank NA, Scottsdale, AZ, 
offers these pointers when planning 
a golf program at a golf resort.

 • Develop good relationships. Try to work with 
properties where the resort and golf course are 
owned/managed by the same company. Your buying 
power and service level is better when you’re working 
with an overall relationship.

 • Bring extra staff. Don’t rely solely on the golf course 
or golf club to staff the event. Bring supplemental 
staff to help with the non-golf related items such 
as handing out gift bags, acting as human arrows, 
greeters, etc.

 • Let the golf staff do their job. They should be the 

ones loading golf bags, lining up carts, stocking the 
driving range, etc.

 • Adapt your communications for the beginner’s 
experience as well as seasoned players. For example, 
explain the tournament formats such as scramble, 
shamble or best ball.

 • Find creative ways to keep up the pace of play. Set 
a maximum score; have a two-putt maximum per hole; 
(no mulligans — unless it’s for charity!). Ask the golf 
course for advice on this; they know their course and 
can make great recommendations.

 • Use specific holes for networking opportunities. 
The par 3s and drivable par 4 holes are ideal for 
networking or sponsorships as it’s a great way to 
keep people entertained because these holes can get 
backed up more readily than others.

 • Remember to make the experience female-friendly.  
Call them forward tees not ladies’ tees.  — PS
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A mountain of possibilities.
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Its Ted Robinson-designed, 18-hole 
championship golf course features an 
island fairway and fast-breaking greens 
among tall pine trees under the majes-
tic Sierra Blanca Peak. The 273-room 
resort offers 40,000 sf of meeting space, 
a 38,000-sf casino, as well as skiing 
and snowboarding.

California
One of the world’s top-ranked golf 

properties, The Resort at Pelican Hill, 
Newport, CA, gave a sure sign of being 
serious about both golf and gatherings 
when it debuted its Golf Pavilion last 
spring. The 7,000-sf terrace accommo-
dates 500 attendees, who can easily 
transition from the resort’s two Tom 
Fazio-designed courses to an al fresco 
barbecue, reception or a more formal 
seated gathering for up to 300.

The Pavilion complements the 204-
room resort’s 20,000 sf of meeting 
space, and groups also enjoy golf ser-
vice that reflects the property’s five-star, 
five-diamond status, from the club-
house to the valet parking to the cart 
amenities, according to Dan Walker, 
principal of Signature Golf Events. 
“They have a forecaddie system, which 
really intensifies and elevates the ser-
vice level. It’s one caddie for the entire 
foursome, and their job is to help se-
lect clubs, rake bunkers, give partici-
pants tips based on how the course is 
laid out, and so on.” The Pelican Hill 
Golf Academy also is on hand, offer-
ing four different half-day golf schools.

In short, if a group wants to go 
to a golf resort on the West Coast, 
“one of my top recommendations is 
Pelican Hill,” says Walker, who has 

brought meeting groups from firms 
such as Wells Fargo, Morgan Stanley 
and Continental Advisors to Pelican 
Hill. He adds, “Groups tend to like the 
South Course because there are three 
holes right along the ocean. It’s breath-
taking. That’s part of the reason you go 
to California, to see the ocean.

Arizona
The Westin La Paloma Resort & Spa 

in Tucson is set amidst the beautiful 
Sonoran desert. All the bunkers and 
greens of the 27 holes of La Paloma 
Country Club’s Jack Nicklaus Signature 
design were rejuvenated to the tune 
of  $600,000. This update dramatical-
ly changed the aesthetics of the golf 
course, creating the look and feel of 
a new facility, while keeping the tra-
ditions of this award-winning champi-
onship layout.

Enchantment Resort in Sedona now 
provides guests with exclusive access 
to Seven Canyons, which is ranked 
among America’s top golf retreats. The 
Tom Weiskopf-designed golf course is 
spread across 200 acres that border the 
national forest and red rock canyons.

The championship course offers 
groups the opportunity for innovative 
teambuilding events designed by the 
resort’s golf pro to strengthen group 
dynamics; customized golf tourna-
ments or putting competitions com-
plete with company-branded materi-
als; professional instruction to improve 
skills; and more.

In addition, Seven Canyons offers 
groups the Range House — a new ven-
ue space — and The Meeting Village at 
Enchantment Resort offers more than 

13,000 sf of dedicated, flexible indoor 
meeting space.

Colorado
Keystone Resort & Conference 

Center is known for its world-class ski-
ing and award-winning terrain park, 
but also boasts two stunning golf 
courses. They have been rated among 
the best golf resorts in America by Golf 
Magazine and Golf Digest.

With 36 holes nestled between 
breathtaking Rocky Mountain views, 
planners have a choice of two 18-
hole golf courses. Designed by Robert 
Trent Jones Jr., Keystone Ranch fol-
lows the links style of a traditional 
Scottish course on the front nine, and 
the back nine presents a rolling moun-
tain valley layout. The River Course is 
a par-71 course that winds around the 
Snake River on the front nine and rolls 
through a lodgepole pine forest on 
the back nine.

The iconic Broadmoor, located in 
Colorado Springs, offers 185,000 sf of 
meeting space, 744 accommodations 
and three highly ranked golf courses.

The East Course is known for its 
wide, tree-lined fairways and ex-
pansive greens.

The West Course, a combination of 
the original 1918 Donald Ross design 
and the 1964 Robert Trent Jones Sr. de-
sign, also is a challenging course with 
spectacular views.

The Mountain Course, which re-
opened in July 2006 after Nicklaus 
Design’s renovations, features wide, 
forgiving fairways and large greens 
with beautiful mountain vistas, ideal for 
a range of skill levels and handicaps.

Final Thoughts
Indeed, the ideal golf resort offers 

much more than golf in its recreational 
amenities. Unless one is planning a 
small executive retreat that happens 
to be comprised strictly of golfers, it 
is important to consider recreational 
options for those who will not be 
on the greens during their free time. 
Otherwise, you’ll only find golf aficio-
nados raving about the resort around 
the watercooler. I&FMM
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One of three scenic golf 
courses at The Westin 

La Paloma Resort & 
Spa in Tucson.



Why Planners Return to the Sunshine 
State Year After Year After Year

By John Buchanan

Looked upon as a statewide desti-
nation that offers a multitude of lo-
cal destination options, Florida is 

the No. 1 meeting destination in the U.S.
A big part of Florida’s attraction is 

based on its beaches and climate that 
provide endless opportunities for out-
door activities such as a round of golf 
(Florida has more golf courses than any 
other state) or a relaxing stroll along the 
beach. But the Sunshine State also of-
fers solid value and almost limitless ar-
ray of hotel and entertainment options.

From Orlando to Miami, and from 
the intimate coastal enclaves of Destin, 
Clearwater and St. Augustine, Florida 
offers a good choice for a meeting of 
any size or taste. All of the planners 
we interviewed for this article bring 
their meetings to Florida year after 
year after year.

Orlando
Although Florida boasts an impres-

sive and diverse roster of individual 
meeting destinations, none is more 
popular than Orlando.

In fact, Visit Orlando President and 
CEO George Aguel recently announced 
that Orlando welcomed 59 million visi-
tors in calendar year 2013, setting an 
all-time record for U.S. destinations.

The city combines a world-class, 
easy-to-navigate airport with formida-
ble airlift, a vast hotel inventory that tru-
ly offers something for every group size 
and meeting type, and internationally 
acclaimed dining and entertainment.

Adrienne Gutbier, second vice 
president, corporate marketing, Ohio 
National Financial Services, Montgom-
ery, OH, used Orlando for the first 
time in 2012, selecting the Wyndham 
Grand Orlando Resort Bonnet Creek 
for a four-day seminar and incentive 
program for 80 attendees.

“Orlando is a great destination,” 
Gutbier says. “It’s easily accessible for 
us, with people coming from all over 
the Midwest. And now, we also have 
more people coming from other parts 
of the country, too. And most of them 
can get direct flights to Orlando from 
anywhere in the country.”

The city’s airlift was among the 
key reasons they picked Orlando for 
the 2012 meeting, Gutbier says. The 
company had held the same meeting 
in Daytona Beach for several years. 
“We moved down to Orlando because 
we wanted a destination that had 
better airlift,” Gutbier says. “There 
are just a lot more direct flights to 
Orlando than there are to Daytona 

Beach from the places our people 
travel in from.”

Gutbier chose the Wyndham Grand 
because “it is a perfectly sized prop-
erty for this meeting,” she says. “It ab-
solutely fits us like a glove. And we 
are able to have meeting space that 
works perfectly for our program and 
really be the only group in-house, in 
terms of using meeting space. So that 
means the entire staff is devoted to us 
and our meeting. It puts our meeting 
center stage.”

Given her specific needs for a spe-
cific and important meeting, Gutbier 
says, “the Wyndham just hits the mark 
across the board for us, including cost.”

In fact, the property worked so well 
for Ohio National that they went back 
in February and will go back for a third 
straight year in 2015.

“In terms of what we need and want, 
the Wyndham offers exactly what we 
look for in terms of room product 
and meeting space product,” Gutbier 
says. “And the F&B at the hotel is 
remarkable. Many of our attendees 
commented on the fact they have not 
ever experienced F&B like they had 
at the Wyndham. It’s really second to 
none. So in every sense, for us, the 
Wyndham was a home run. So it made 

coming back for a second year and 
now going back for a third year a very 
easy decision.”

The property recently completed a 
multimillion-dollar renovation that in-
cluded a remodel of all guest rooms.

Gutbier also took advantage of 
the many offsite venues and activi-
ties Orlando offers to add some sizzle 
to her event.

For a previous meeting group, she 
planned a sit-down dinner at Bongo’s, 
a wildly popular Latin-flavored res-
taurant co-owned by Miami music 
legend Gloria Estefan and located in 
the Downtown Disney dining and 
entertainment complex. “Bongo’s is a 
great venue, and its location gave our 
attendees the opportunity 
to explore Downtown 
Disney on their own after 
dinner,” Gutbier says.

This year, Ohio National 
went back to Downtown 
Disney, this time using one-
year-old luxury dining and 
bowling venue Splitsville 
Lanes for a dinner and bowl-
ing party. “I give them excep-
tionally high marks for service,” 
Gutbier says. “It’s a terrific venue 
for groups.”

Another planner who favors Orlando 
is Ellen Wofford, chief operating offi-
cer of Charlotte, NC-based Financial 
Research Associates LLC, which hosts 
75–80 for-profit financial conferences 
each year, with about 15–20 percent of 
them being held in Florida.

“We use Orlando a few times a 
year,” Wofford says. “We’ve used Dis-
ney properties, including the Grand 
Florid  ian and the Contemporary, mul-
tiple times. We’ve also used the Buena 
Vista Palace, which is an off-Disney 
property near downtown. We’ve also 
used the Waldorf Astoria, which is a 
strong draw for high-end meetings.”

One key reason why Wofford uses 
Orlando when she does is its status as 
the No. 1 family tourism destination in 
the world. “I tend to use Orlando when 
I know that people will want to bring 
their families,” she says. “Orlando is a 
fantastic family destination.”

Destin
Although not as well-known as 

Orlando, the Gulf Coast beach resort 
town of Destin is a perennial favorite 
of meeting planners in the know. Year 
after year, Destin is globally acclaimed 
for having some of the most beauti-
ful and pristine white sand beaches 
in the world — taking the No. 1 slot 
in some polls.

The Hilton Sandestin Beach Golf 
Resort & Spa is located directly on the 
famous sugar-white sands and emer-
ald-green waters of the Gulf of Mexico. 
The resort ranks as Northwest Florida’s 
largest full-service beachfront resort 
hotel, with 598 guest rooms and more 

than 32,000 sf of meeting 
space. The Hilton Sandestin 
also boasts a world-class 
spa and fitness center, and 
six onsite dining venues 

— including a AAA Four Diamond 
restaurant — as well as access to four 
championship golf courses and close 
proximity to the area’s best attractions.

Jennifer Meyer, director of agen-
cy services, Southern Farm Bureau 
Casualty Insurance Company in Baton 
Rouge, LA, used Hilton Sandestin for 
the first time in October 2012 for an 
incentive program for about 125 quali-
fiers. She took another incentive pro-
gram back last June and will return for 
a third time in September.

“We chose Hilton Sandestin the first 
time because they have a great location 
right on the beach,” says Meyer, who 
was familiar with Destin from previous 
visits. “They also have a shuttle that 
takes you to nearby attractions like the 
outlet mall just across the street. And 
everything is really centrally located in 
Destin, so it’s just a very convenient 
destination for a meeting.”

Meyer chose the destination specif-

ically because of the Hilton Sandestin 
property, she says.

“I was looking for an upscale prop-
erty that is very clean and well-main-
tained,” Meyer says. “I was also look-
ing for spacious guest rooms and a 
nice pool and bars. I was also looking 
for things to do in the area, like shop-
ping and golf. And Hilton Sandestin 
had everything I was looking for.”

The property was a hit among 
Southern Farm Bureau’s attendees last 
year, which built anticipation of and 
excitement for this year’s program.

“Our attendees just loved the prop-
erty and the destination,” Meyer says. 
“There is just so much to do right in the 
area. And that just made for a good 
trip. But in addition to that, as a plan-
ner I also got very good support from 
the hotel. The sales staff was willing 
to work within our budget, and that 

has always been a big factor for me. 
And that was one of the key reasons 
we chose to go back in 2013 and then 
again this year.”

Meyer also singled out Hilton 
Sandestin’s sales manager, Maria Rous-
sel, for praise. “She was always there 
for us, available from the start of our 
meeting until the finish,” she says. 
“She’s just great. She and her team just 
did a great job for us on that first pro-
gram back in 2012. And the entire staff 
was just amazing.”

Hilton Sandestin also offered Meyer 
a chance to take advantage of the ho-
tel’s spectacular setting.

For her June program last year, she 
hosted an outdoor function on the 
pool deck that overlooks the beach. 
“It’s just beautiful, so that was a real 
high point of the trip,” she says.

Another highlight of the 2012 and 
2013 trips was the famous Silver Sands 
Premium Outlets mall just down the 

“We use Orlando a few times a year. I tend 
to use Orlando when I know that people 
will want to bring their families. Orlando 
is a fantastic family destination.”

Ellen Wofford, Chief Operating Officer
Financial Research Associates LLC, Charlotte, NC
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road from Hilton Sandestin. “That was 
a big draw for our people,” Meyer says.

In addition to its beaches, the area 
also offers phenomenal deep-sea fish-
ing, with charter boats available for 
groups of all sizes.

Clearwater
Like Destin and also located on 

the Gulf of Mexico, Clearwater is 
a laidback, smaller destination that 
claims some of the best beaches in 
Florida. It’s due west of Tampa and 
northwest of St. Petersburg. To its east 
is Tampa Bay.

Robyn Renner, executive assistant 
at Tampa-based B&B Protector Plans 
Inc., a subsidiary of Brown & Brown, 

has been using Clearwater regularly as 
a meeting destination for 15 years.

Her property of choice is the 390-
room Sheraton Sand Key Resort, in 
Clearwater Beach, which was recent-
ly renovated and features more than 
24,000 sf of meeting space.

Her most recent event was a five-
day meeting last October for about 150 
insurance agents from across the U.S. 
and Puerto Rico.

“We always do our due diligence, 
and we do check other hotels in the 
area,” Renner says. “But the key rea-
sons we keep going back to Sheraton 
Sand Key are the price and the service 
we get. They’re very flexible in terms 
of working with us on costs. And that’s 
something that is very important to us.”

Renner and her attendees also take 
advantage of the local golf and fishing. 
“We do that because most of our at-
tendees are coming from other parts of 
the country, so we like to have them 
come down to Florida, to the beach, 
and have a good time,” Renner says. 
“So we always look for fun things to do.”

The golf course they used for the 

most recent meeting was Belleair 
Country Club, about 10 minutes from 
the hotel in the town of Belleair.

Renner keeps going back because 
the long-established relationship with  
the hotel delivers clear practical bene-
fits. “They know our routine,” she says. 
“They know what we do. So that just 
means the meeting runs very smoothly 
when we’re at the hotel.”

Jacksonville Area
St. Augustine, located in Northeast 

Florida near Jacksonville, 
is the oldest continuous-
ly occupied European-
established settlement 
and port in the continen-

tal U.S. In 2015, it will celebrate the 
450th anniversary of its founding. St. 
Augustine offers a unique taste of his-
tory and culture.

Wofford held her first-ever meeting 
there in late February for 100 attend-
ees. She chose the The Renaissance 
World Golf Village Resort, Convention 
Center and Beach Club as her venue.

“It’s a great property,” Wofford says. 
“And we didn’t pick it for the golf. We 
picked it because it’s a wonderful 
property for a meeting.”

Her use of St. Augustine was based 
on a recommendation from her col-
league Denise Adams of HelmsBriscoe.

“The CVB came out with a promo-
tion called ‘Try St. Augustine,’ and they 
offered a package that included com-
plimentary shuttle service,” Wofford 
says. “That just goes to show you how 
such seemingly little promotions can 
really pay off and become a real sell-
ing point. And in this case, that was 
important because in St. Augustine, 
the hotels are a little bit farther from 
the airport, and complimentary shuttle 
service from the airport to the hotel 

made it a no-brainer for me, because it 
saved me money and time in planning.”

Because the big 450th anniversary 
of St. Augustine is coming up next 
year, Wofford says, her meeting had a 
special sort of wow factor. “It just gave 
the meeting a certain buzz in terms of 
history,” she says.

Miami
Although Miami is best known for 

the boutique hotels and world-fa-
mous nightlife of South Beach, insur-
ance and financial meeting planners 

are increasingly focus-
ing their attention on the 
city’s ultra-modern finan-
cial district along Brickell 
Avenue, which is adjacent 
to downtown Miami.

Miami is Wofford’s No. 
1 go-to Florida destination 
for her financial conferences. 

“The main reason our attendees 
like Miami so much is the ease 
of getting in and out,” she says.

“It’s also really convenient to be 
able to get from the airport to the ho-
tels very rapidly.”

She also favors the Brickell fi-
nancial district as a location. “When 
a lot of people think of Miami, they 
automatically think of South Beach,” 
Wofford says.

“But when it comes to financial 
meetings, we’ve found that the finan-
cial district along Brickell is a much 
better choice.”

For example, she says, the local 
infrastructure and hotels are much 
more modern and state-of-the-art 
than the typically older properties on 
South Beach.

The hotels she favors include JW 
Marriott Marquis Miami, JW Marriott 
Miami, and Four Seasons Hotel Miami 
— all in or near the financial district.

“The JW Marriott Marquis is just fan-
tastic,” Wofford says. “The 17th floor 
has a basketball court that converts to 
a tennis court that you can also use 
for receptions. It’s just fabulous. The 
views of Biscayne Bay are gorgeous.”

And then there’s always South Beach 
for after-hours entertainment. I&FMM

The Wyndham Grand “is a perfectly 
sized property for this meeting. ...It 

absolutely fits us like a glove. ...It 
puts our meeting center stage.”

Adrienne Gutbier, Second Vice President, Corporate Marketing
Ohio National Financial Services, Montgomery, OH

20 MARCH/APRIL 2014 INSURANCE & FINANCIAL MEETINGS MANAGEMENT

Have you met Jacksonville? It’s the city that makes a 

meeting feel like an outing; where your attendees can get a 

clear view of your presentation while overlooking the ocean 

or the river. And a place that’s known for its fresh seafood, 

warm smiles, and endless supply of outdoor adventure.  

So what’s missing? Your group. 

Surprise your attendees with Surprise your attendees with Surprise your attendees with Surprise your attendees with Surprise your attendees with Surprise your attendees with 
more than just a meeting.more than just a meeting.more than just a meeting.

Go to visitjacksonville.com/meetings to explore 

Jacksonville’s meeting options! 



The numbers are in, and once 
again, the odds are in favor of 
Las Vegas. According to the Las 

Vegas Convention & Visitors Authority 
(LVCVA), attendance at meetings and 
conventions reached a five-year high 
in 2013 with 5.1 million delegates 
attending a convention, trade show 
or meeting. Overall, Las Vegas wel-
comed nearly 40 million visitors last 
year, which only serves to reaffirm 
the city’s popularity. And Las Vegas 
has been named the No. 1 trade show 
destination for the 20th consecutive 
year, according to the Trade Show 
News Network’s (TSNN) “2013 TSNN 
Top 250 Trade Shows in the United 

States.” Las Vegas hosted 53 of the 
largest shows.

The drawing power of this mecca 
for meetings is based upon its pen-
chant for continually reinventing and 
refreshing itself, which means that 
groups will always find something 
new to discover no matter how many 
times they meet in the city. According 
to the LVCVA, more than $9 billion in 
projects have been announced or are 
currently under construction here.

New Developments
One of the newest developments 

is Caesars Entertainment’s The Linq, 
an open-air retail, dining and enter-

tainment venue that has been opening 
in phases. It is anchored by the newly 
opened 550-foot tall High Roller, the 
world’s largest observation wheel that 
takes visitors on a 30-minute ride to 
enjoy the view. Each of the 28 cabins 
holds up to 40 people, and the cabins 
can be rented out for private events. 
The Linq faces Caesars Palace and is 
located between The Quad Resort & 
Casino and Flamingo Las Vegas.

Adrenaline junkies also will soon 
be able to test out SlotZilla at Fremont 
Experience, a new attraction that lets 
riders take off from a 128-foot, 12-sto-
ry slot machine-themed platform to 
soar 70 feet above the ground on 

a zip line or take their thrills to the 
next level on the zoom line, 110 feet 
above the street.

In December, the very hip and styl-
ish Downtown Grand hotel opened 
just steps away from the Fremont Street 
Experience. It contains 634 rooms and 
what is being described as an “indus-
trial chic” casino. Of special interest to 
meeting groups is the rooftop venue 
called Picnic, which can host private 
events for up to 1,500 guests.

In May, The Cromwell Hotel and 
Casino, a 188-room boutique hotel by 

Caesars Entertainment, will 
make its debut. It will fea-
ture Giada, a new restaurant 
concept by celebrity chef 
Giada De Laurentiis, and 
Drai’s Beach Club Nightclub, 
which will be located on the 
hotel’s rooftop.

The 390-room M Resort 
Spa Casino just opened its 
Villaggio del Sole main pool 
and entertainment complex 
for the spring and summer 

pool season. The 100,000-sf Villaggio 
del Sole backyard pool piazza features 
two infinity-edge pools, private day-
beds and cabanas, and a main pool 
deck perfect for outdoor group recep-
tions and networking.

New at Villaggio are Penthouse 
Patios, each accommodating up to 30 
VIPs with lawn area, lounge furniture 
and recreational game tables. M Resort 
Spa Casino offers 92,000 sf of confer-
ence space, offering views of the Las 
Vegas skyline.

Labor Day weekend will mark 
the opening of the much-anticipated 
SLS Las Vegas, which is being built 
on the site of the former Sahara. The 
new mixed-use resort and casino will 
include 1,600 rooms and suites and 
30,000 sf of flexible meeting space.

Also in the fall, MGM Resorts will 
open its new all-suite boutique hotel, 
the Delano Las Vegas, which replaces 
THEhotel in Mandalay Bay. The new 
hotel will bring the style and service 
of Miami Beach’s Delano South Beach 
to the Las Vegas Strip and will contain 
1,100 suites.

The newly renovated Tropicana Las 
Vegas - a DoubleTree by Hilton has 

opened its Sky Villa Suites on the 20th 
floor of its Paradise tower. Featuring 
floor-to-ceiling windows, the suites de-
liver spectacular views of the Las Vegas 
Strip and are a key part of the resort’s 
recent $200 million transformation. 
Tropicana also added two new event 
venues: the Havana Room and the out-
door Beach Club. The expanded meet-
ing space now totals 100,000 sf.

Banking on Las Vegas
Tricia McCall, AVP/software special-

ist for Community Bank of Santa Maria 
in Santa Maria, CA, plans Western 
States BancPac User Group meetings. 
“We used to meet twice a year — once 

in the Irvine, CA, area and once in the 
Sacramento, CA, area. We now meet 
once a year for a 2½-day conference 
in Las Vegas. Our group grew from be-
ing predominantly California-based to 
a regional group, and I found every-
one lives close to an airport offering a 
reasonably priced flight to Las Vegas. 
In fact, I live on the central coast of 
California, and it is less expensive for 

“The convention staff at 
the Tropicana treats 
us like family. ...We 

appreciate good customer 
service. Their initial 

pricing and location got 
us there, but their service 

has kept us there.”
Tricia McCall

AVP/Software Specialist
Community Bank of Santa Maria,

Santa Maria, CA

The 188-room Cromwell boutique hotel 
will open in May. (Far right) Villaggio del 

Sole backyard pool piazza at M Resort.
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Las
 Ve

gas

New All Over Again...and  Again By 
Karen 
Brost

The High Roller sports 28 cabins 
(inset) that each hold up to 40 attend-

ees. The world’s largest observation 
wheel towers over The Linq — Caesars 

Entertainment’s new open-air retail, 
dining and entertainment venue. 



me to fly to Las Vegas than to drive to 
either of the previous locations.

“Once in Vegas, if you choose 
the right venue (I have chosen the 
Tropicana), you really don’t need a car 
— everything is centrally located either 
with walking distance to entertainment 
or incorporated in your venue.”

She cited another significant advan-
tage of meeting in Las Vegas. “Since 
moving to Las Vegas, we are able to 
obtain corporate sponsorships from 
the companies we want to come make 

presentations and provide training. In 
other words, the people we used to 
have to pay (or beg) to come are now 
paying us to participate! In return, they 
get face time with key representatives 
from almost 40 banks in one shot.”

McCall’s group has been meeting at 
the Tropicana for years and has dou-
bled in size during that time. She listed 
the factors that make the hotel a good 
fit for her event. “The Tropicana is con-
veniently located in the center of The 
Strip. If you walk across to the MGM, 
you can catch the monorail. If you walk 
across to the Excalibur, you can catch 
the tram, just to mention a few ways to 
get around to see the sights.”

Next, she cited the hotel’s service. 
“The convention staff at the Tropicana 
treats us like family,” she notes. “Some 
of the people working there have been 

there for a lifetime. We 
are a group of commu-
nity bankers who have 
built our business on 
customer service to be 
able to compete with 
the ‘big guys,’ so we 
appreciate good cus-
tomer service. Their 
initial pricing and loca-

tion got us there, but their service has 
kept us there.”

She says that the facilities also meet 
their needs. “With the remodel com-
pleted, the venue is attractive and pro-
vides everything we need to make our 
event a success. The food, year after 
year, has been wonderful. The room 
setup is always done to our specs, and 
they have an onsite AV department, so 
if the mic doesn’t work right or light-
ing needs to be adjusted, they are a 
‘page’ away.”

McCall says that she does send out 
RFPs to other properties that board 
members or attendees suggest in their 
annual critique, but finds that the 
Tropicana is still very competitive in 
their pricing. “If another venue’s pric-
ing has been lower, the board has de-
cided to stay at the Tropicana because 
we know what to expect there, and we 
know how we will be treated. I think 
our group will continue to choose the 
Tropicana. Honestly, it is their con-
tract to lose.”

Five-Star, Five-
Diamond Meetings

McCall isn’t the only 
planner who has seen 
an increase in attendance 
by moving meetings to 
Las Vegas. Gayle Strawn, 
conference services man-
ager for Franchise Times, 
plans two financial ser-
vices conferences in Las 
Vegas each year. In the fall, 
her Restaurant Finance 
Management Conference 
attracts over 2,000 at-
tendees to participate in 
workshops led by top fi-
nancial experts and visit 

the event’s Finance & Development 
Mall. Last year, the conference was 
held at the 2,716-room, Forbes Travel 
Guide Five Star Wynn Las Vegas and 
featured Gene Simmons, co-founder 
of the iconic rock group Kiss, as a 
special guest. In 2014, the event will 
move to the 3,933-room Bellagio Las 
Vegas, a AAA Five Diamond award-
winning hotel.

This year the Tower suites and spas 
at Wynn and Encore received Forbes 
Five Star awards. Wynn Las Vegas 
and sister property Encore together 
offer more than 4,700 guest rooms 
and 260,000 sf of meeting space. The 
luxury hotels have 32 F&B outlets 
boasting two signature chefs, two 
award-winning spas, an onsite 18-hole 
golf course, Maserati and Ferrari deal-
ership, 94,000 sf of retail space, two 
showrooms, three nightclubs, a beach 
club and more.

Strawn cited two key reasons why 
her organization keeps the events in 
Las Vegas. “Las Vegas is an easy city 
to get to, and our attendance is better 
in Las Vegas.”

She also plans a Franchise Finance 
& Growth Conference in Las Vegas 
each spring that attracts more than 250 
attendees. This year, the event is be-
ing held at another AAA Five Diamond 
property, The Venetian Resort Hotel 
Casino, which offers more than 
3,000 suites.

“We move around to the different 
hotels to give the conferences a little 
different feel each time,” Strawn ex-

“Las Vegas is an easy 
city to get to, and 
our attendance is 

better in Las Vegas.”
Gayle Strawn

Conference Services Manager
Franchise Times
Minneapolis, MN

One of the luxurious new Sky Villa Suites at the newly 
renovated Tropicana Las Vegas - a DoubleTree by Hilton.

Wynn Las Vegas and Encore together offer more than 
4,700 guest rooms and 260,000 sf of meeting space.
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plains. “I have many favorite hotels. 
Bellagio is wonderful and easy to work 
with. Also, the Station Casinos (i.e., 
Red Rock and Green Valley). Each ho-
tel has its benefits.”

Jim Ortenzio, general agent for 
National Life Group headquartered in 
Montpelier, VT, has held several meet-
ings in Las Vegas for groups ranging in 
size from 35 to 50 attendees. “They’re 
incentive and training meetings for our 
sales organization,” he explains. He 
has held his events at The Venetian, 
The Palazzo and The Cosmopolitan.

Ortenzio gave his three top reasons 
for meeting in Las Vegas: weather, res-
taurants and attractions. “Weather is 
self-explanatory. The restaurants are at 
all of the resorts I mentioned, and you 
can go into a mall and eat in a Nobu, 
which I think is very impressive. And 
then there are the attractions outside of 
gambling, because we don’t promote 
the gambling. We promote the shows 
and the atmosphere that exists in these 
hotels. The Cosmopolitan had a four-
story bar (the Marquee Nightclub) that 
becomes a dance club. It’s a very so-
cial gathering place. What I liked most 
about The Cosmopolitan is that the 
footprint is very manageable for a small 
group. It’s not a sprawling casino.”

While they were at The Cosmo-
politan, all of Ortenzio’s attendees had 
rooms facing the Fountains of Bellagio 
attraction. “I’m sure I was charged for 
that, but to be able to look out at the 
fountain and see a show creates the 
right environment when people are in 
their rooms.”

His attendees enjoyed the fountain 
views so much that he booked his next 
event at the Bellagio. “I figured I’d up 
my contributions to these functions 

by saying, ‘Now you can not only see 
the fountains, but you are going to be 
in the place that owns the fountains. 
The Bellagio comes with the five-star 
reputation. You don’t have to advertise 
what that is. People know it.”

He also explains what he likes best 
about meeting at The Venetian. “It has 
a great location and the rooms at The 
Venetian were all suites, so it was an 
easy sell to my employees. They felt 
that they had been upgrades, but it 
was really a standard room.”

Ortenzio books his programs 
through Lynette Owens & Associates, 
a site selection and meeting planning 
firm based in Rancho Santa Fe, CA. 
“Where needed, Lynette is onsite and 
where not needed, Lynette makes the 
arrangements for conference planning 
and checks in when you’re there and 
checks in before and after. I’ve been 
dealing with them for a long time, and 
they’re great.”

Ortenzio cited one more advantage 
of meeting in Las Vegas. “It’s easy to 
commute to. Our people are primar-
ily East Coast, but we have people in 
the Midwest. There are multiple non-
stops. People that need to go out of 
Philadelphia or the greater New York 
area have plenty of opportunities.”

LVCVA Update
In August, the Las Vegas Convention 

& Visitors Authority announced that 
the Las Vegas Convention Center 
completed a two-year, $20 million 

improvement project. Updates to the 
3.2-million sf facility include a newly 
repainted façade (the exterior is now 
gray instead of mauve), new carpet-
ing and upgraded lighting. Starbucks 
has expanded its store inside the cen-
ter and now features the world’s first 
double-sided counter to speed service. 
American Express also has established 
an Open Business Lounge and of-
fers refreshments, free Wi-Fi service, 
computer and printer access to Open 
card members.

These improvements will be in-
tegrated into the future plans for the 
Las Vegas Global Business District. 
According to the LVCVA, the $2.5 bil-
lion project “will create an internation-
al business destination by incorporat-
ing major renovations of the Las Vegas 
Convention Center, leveraging the 
World Trade Center designation and 
developing transportation connectivity 
through a centralized hub.”

In another first, the LVCVA installed 
four electric vehicle charging stations 
at the Las Vegas Convention Center 
for use by visitors and convention 
delegates. They were made possible 
by a $50,000 grant by the Consumer 
Electronics Association which hosts 
the Consumer Electronics Show ev-
ery January at the center. The covered 
charging stations are provided for 
meeting and convention attendees as 
a complimentary service and will be 
used as a prototype for future stations 
as demand increases.

“Jubilee!” — the classic revue of Bally’s Las Vegas Hotel and Casino — re-opened in 
March after a major transformation. 

The Vista Ballroom, one of the ballrooms 
at MGM Grand Hotel & Casino, which 
boasts 602,000 sf of meeting space. 
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More Hotel Updates
The MGM Grand has 

expanded its “Stay Well” 
program by dedicating 
the entire 14th floor of its 
5,000-room property to 
specialized rooms and a 
lounge designed to en-
hance guests’ wellness. A 
total of 171 guest rooms 
now feature customized lighting that 
simulates natural daylight, vitamin 
C-infused shower water and a spe-
cial coating on bathroom surfaces that 
breaks down bacteria.

In another unique development, the 
1,200-room Palms Casino Resort offers 
guests a full 24-hour stay no matter 
what time they check in. When mak-
ing their reservations, guests simply 
indicate the time they plan to check in, 
provide their mobile number, and they 

will receive a text message one hour 
before their checkout time.

Planners looking for a more inti-
mate upscale hotel for smaller meet-
ings and receptions will find it at the 
four-star, four-diamond Vdara Hotel 
& Spa, located adjacent to Bellagio 
and Aria Resort & Casino. Last fall 
Vdara unveiled Silk Road, a 6,500-sf, 
naturally lit space with floor-to-ceiling 
windows, foyer, prefunction area and 
breakout room.

Entertainment News
There’s never a shortage of enter-

tainment for attendees to enjoy during 
their downtime. One of the world’s 
most iconic rock bands, Guns N’ Roses 
will return to Las Vegas to complete 
their second residency from May 21 
through June 7. Titled “No Trickery! 

An Evening of Destruction,” the per-
formances will take place at The Joint 
inside Hard Rock Hotel & Casino.

“Jubilee!,” the longest-running show 
on the Las Vegas Strip, reopened at 
Bally’s Las Vegas Hotel and Casino in 
March after undergoing a major trans-
formation. The new show still reflects 
the original production’s spirit, but the 
choreography, staging and music have 
been refreshed for today’s audiences.

A new show named “Panda!” has 
made its world premiere at The 
Venetian and The Palazzo. It features a 
combination of acrobatics, 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 scuba certified. Guests 
are able to go behind the scenes of the 
show and see all of the props and spe-
cial 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, chocolate truffles and the ser-
vices of a private cocktail server.

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

Among unusual and impression-
able venues is The Mob Museum, the 
National Museum of Organized Crime 
and Law Enforcement, which opened 
in 2012. The facility presents an enter-
taining and highly authentic perspec-
tive on the history of organized crime 
figures such as Bugsy Siegel. The Mob 
Museum can accommodate groups 
from 16 to 400 attendees in the vari-
ous rooms of the museum including 
the Courtroom, the Board Room and 
a complete museum buyout. The mu-
seum also offers a teambuilding scav-
enger hunt activity for groups.

Those looking for more of an artis-
tic experience can head to the Bellagio 
Gallery of Fine Art to view its newest 
exhibition, “Painting Women: Works 
from the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston.” 
The show’s 34 paintings from the 18th 
through 20th centuries will be on dis-
play through October 26.

MGM Resorts and AEG have un-
veiled plans to construct a $350 million, 
20,000-seat sports and entertainment 
venue in the heart of the Las Vegas Strip 
between the New York-New York and 
Monte Carlo resorts. Groundbreaking is 
expected to occur this spring with an 
anticipated opening date of 2016. The 
facility is being designed to meet LEED 

Gold Certification standards.

New All Over Again
The ever-changing en-

tertainment scene coupled 
with continual new devel-
opment certainly entitles 
Las Vegas to share New 
York City’s motto as the 
city that never sleeps. Most 
important, it guarantees a 
new experience no matter 
how many times planners 
choose it.  I&FMM

“The Bellagio comes 
with the five-star 

reputation. You don’t 
have to advertise what 
that is. People know it.”

Jim Ortenzio
General Agent

National Life Group
Montpelier, VT

“Le Rêve: The Dream” at Wynn combines water, fire, 
swimming, acrobatics and spectacular effects.

The Mob Museum is housed in the former federal 
courthouse and United States Post Office. 
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Choosing what’s right for your business and your meeting guests 
is more than the square feet of the convention center or the view from 

the rooms. The M Resort service team is there from start to finish 
and creatively delivers the maximum experience–even 

with your “revised” budget.

The M Difference
 • Celebrating our 5th Anniversary and five years of  
  Forbes Four Star recognition

 • No Resort Fees

 • Built with environmental sustainability in mind

 • More than 92,000 sf of open, dynamic and  
  flexible spaces including a 25,000 sf pavilion

 • A built in business to business atmosphere 

 • Exceptionally appointed guest rooms

 • A portfolio of dining options

 • Forbes Four Star Spa

 • One point of contact for combined Catering   
  and Convention Services 

 • Non-exclusive In house Audio Visual offerings

 • Shuttle transportation

 • On the famous Las Vegas Strip, just 10 minutes from  
  McCarran International Airport

Speak with an M Resort Sales Professional 
to customize your M Resort meeting.

1- 866-551-1540 • www.theMresort.com

The Difference 

       is in the Details.

2014



Dan Young, CMP, LLIF, CLU, 
ChFC, director of event plan-
ning and recognition for 

Thrivent Financial in Minneapolis takes 
a group to Mexico every three to four 
years, and on his most recent program, 
he scored a major victory. “We were at 
Grand Velas at Riviera Maya, and it was 
our only land program that ever scored 
a perfect five out of five in terms of at-
tendee satisfaction,” he says. “The only 
other program (that scored five out of 
five) was a Silversea Mediterranean 
cruise where we bought out the ship.” 
Young booked his 120-room Grand 
Velas program through Shari Wallack 
of Buy the Sea, a cruise brokerage 
firm that also handles land-based all-
inclusive programs.

Riviera Maya
Spanning south of Cancun along 

the country’s Caribbean coast, Riviera 
Maya is a popular meeting and incen-
tive destination known for its eco-
adventures and more than 80 miles of 
coastline. The property Young chose, 
the 491-room, all-inclusive Grand Velas 
Riviera Maya, offers three categories of 
luxury accommodations: The adults-
only Grand Class features 1,300+ sf 
oceanview suites with private plunge 
pools, in-room massage tables and a ja-
cuzzi. The family-friendly Ambassador 
section also contains spacious, ocean-

view suites, and the third section, 
called Zen Grand, also is family-friend-
ly and is located in a lush Mayan jun-
gle setting. In addition, the AAA Five 
Diamond, all-inclusive resort contains 
eight restaurants and a 75,000-sf spa.

“In terms of the site, Grand Velas 
was just amazing,” he continues. “It’s 
really a five- to six-star kind of resort. 
And the location, Riviera Maya, offers 
so much. People love the 
city, Playa del Carmen, and 
it has great dine-around opportunities. 
There’s just a lot to do down there with 
Xel-Há, and Xcaret and Tulum and 
Chichen Itza. You can really fill a pure 
incentive program, which we did.”

Xel-Há, which is set at the mouth of 
the longest underground river in the 
world, is known as the world’s largest 
natural aquarium. Xcaret is an eco park 
located on 200 acres of lush jungle ter-
rain and beachfront. Chichen Itza is 
one of the most significant Mayan sites 
in all of Mexico, and Tulum is the site 
of an ancient stone fortress that sits on 
a bluff overlooking the Caribbean.

“(Riviera Maya has) excellent DMC 
resources,” Young adds. “We used 
Susann Behrendt from Amstar. She’s 
a Financial & Insurance Conference 
Planners member. For one of the cool 
events they did for us, we literally built 
a scale model pirate ship on the beach 
in front of the resort. It literally looked 

like a pirate ship from one of Johnny 
Depp’s movies washed up on shore. It 
was huge. It was so extravagant people 
thought we had hired Jimmy Buffet to 
perform that night. He’s a million dol-
lar act, we could never afford him, but 
it set up huge expectations. That was 
pretty incredible. The city has a num-
ber of other really good DMCs, too, so 
they have really good DMC support.”

Linda Bahr, CMM, mar-
ket event manager for 

Price waterhouseCoopers LLP in Detroit 
has visited Riviera Maya on vacation 
several times, but last year she had 
an opportunity to experience it from 
a business perspective. In April, she 
completed MPI’s six-day Certification 
in Meetings Management (CMM) 
course at the destination. The venue 
for the program was the Iberostar 
Grand Hotel Paraiso.

The Iberostar Grand Hotel Paraiso 
is an all-inclusive, adults-only resort 
containing 310 suites, each offering a 
garden or sea view. The resort also fea-
tures four restaurants, a buffet, snack 
bars at the beach and pool, six bars 
and 24-hour room service. In addition, 
the beachfront property includes a spa 
and three pools, one of which is a salt-
water pool and has an aqua bar.

Bahr says that she finds Riviera Maya 
to be a “great value” as a meeting or in-
centive destination. “The Iberostar was 

a first-class experience for our group. 
Everything was grand — the rooms, 
food, pool, beach, activities and spa. I 
would definitely recommend the resort 
for business or pleasure.”

She also appreciated the all-inclu-
sive nature of the property, especially 
given her group’s packed agenda. “In 
this instance, Iberostar had several 
properties in one location, so it was 
able to offer us a number of ameni-
ties and variety without ever leaving 
the property. I personally did not want 
to spend the little free time we had 
traveling to other locations. I’d rather 
stay and enjoy the beautiful amenities 
Iberostar had to offer.”

March marked the opening of the 
274-room Nizuc Resort & Spa located 
at the gateway of the Riviera Maya, 
less than 20 minutes from Cancun 
International Airport. The luxury resort, 
which is set on 29 acres, offers mul-
tiple pools, six restaurants, a 30,000-sf 
spa, two exclusive beaches and easy 
access to the region’s natural wonders, 
archaeological sites and attractions. All 
of the resort’s accommodations are 
suites or villas.

At the end of January, Karisma 
Hotels & Resorts opened Generations 
Riviera Maya, a 144-suite beachfront 
resort. It offers the Gourmet Inclusive 
Experience, which includes gourmet 
services and amenities such as beach 
butlers, concierge service, 24-hour 
room service, premium beverages and 
gourmet cuisine.

Barceló Maya is a 2,751-room fam-
ily-friendly resort comprised of five 
all-inclusive hotels and one of the 
longest stretches of private beach ac-
cess in the area. Two of the hotels, the 
Barceló Maya Beach and the Barceló 
Maya Caribe are currently undergoing 
a $48 million renovation. Phase one of 
the project has been completed, and 
the second phase is scheduled to be 
wrapped up by the end of 2014. The 
Barceló Maya complex also features 
one of the largest convention centers 
in Riviera Maya.

Playa Del Carmen
Security Life Insurance Company of 

America, headquartered in Min netonka, 
MN, chose Playa del Carmen as the site 
of its upcoming agent sales incentive 
program with the theme “Sell Away to 
Fly Away.” The property they chose to 
host the program’s 30 attendees is the 
Gran Porto Real.

Located just 30 minutes from Can-
cun International Airport, the hacienda-
style, beachfront Gran Porto Real is an 
all-inclusive resort featuring 287 rooms 
and suites located just steps from Playa 
del Carmen’s Fifth Avenue shops, res-
taurants and clubs.

Michelle Petersen, head of 
sales operations & TPA 
management for Security 
Life, describes the fac-
tors that made Playa 
del Carmen a good 
choice for her pro-
gram. “(We wanted 
a) warm weather 
destination where 
we would be al-
most assured of 
warm weather as 
well as an easy-to-get-
to international location,” 
she explains. In terms of 
choosing a resort, she adds, “We 
worked with our travel agency that re-
ally helped guide us in our selection. 
All-inclusive pricing was key for us as 
was a beautiful resort that would make 
our attendees feel special.”

The announcement of Playa del 
Carmen as the destination for the in-
centive program proved to be mo-
tivating for agents. “We had several 
people tell us they would be working 
extra hard over the holiday season to 
qualify for this trip (as the qualification 
period ran from October 1–December 
15th),” she says.

Petersen also explains that the all-
inclusive nature of the resort made 
her budgeting process easier. “As a 
meeting planner with a budget to be 
mindful of, we wanted something that 
would cover almost all of our expenses 
in a very manageable way — ‘all inclu-
sive’ covers that for us. Then we were 
able to know exactly what we had to 
work with related to add-on activities.”

Cancun
Cancun also continues to be a 

popular destination. “We’ve done the 
Fiesta Americana Grand Coral Beach 
Cancún Resort & Spa twice, and we’re 
doing it a third time in 2016,” Young 
says of his leadership conference pro-
gram that requires approximately 180 
rooms. “I was just there for a site visit. 
It’s in the hotel zone of Cancun. It 
also offers a lot of activities, and we 
like the fact that it probably has the 
best usable beach in the area.” The 
resort offers European plan pricing 

as well as an all-inclusive 
plan. “We did pick an 

all-inclusive pack-

age for Fiesta Americana,” Young 
explains. “They only started offer-
ing this recently. It actually is pretty 
economical and a good value.” The 
award-winning luxury resort features 
602 suites and 85,000 sf of indoor and 
outdoor meeting and event space, in-
cluding a 15,000-sf ballroom. Outdoor 
event spaces overlook the beach and 
sparkling Caribbean. A0menities in-
clude the 40,000-sf Gem Spa and five-
diamond dining at Le Basilic.

Young also turned to Cancun when 
a program he had booked on Grand 
Cayman Island had to be relocated 
because of severe weather issues. “We 
had to move, so we moved to the JW 
Marriott in Cancun,” he says. “It was 
a miracle that they had an open week 
during high season. That worked out 
well, too. That’s a great property. Our 

Linda M. Bahr, CMM 
Market Event Manager 

Greater Michigan
PricewaterhouseCoopers

Detroit, MI

“In this instance, 
Iberostar had 

several properties 
in one location, so it 

was able to offer us a 
number of amenities 
and variety without 

ever leaving the 
property.”

By Karen Brost

MexicoMexico
South of 
the Border 
Incentives

South of 
the Border 
Incentives
An aerial view of the inviting Fiesta Americana Grand Coral Beach Cancun Resort & Spa, which boasts Cancun’s best beach.
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group had a wonderful time there.” 
The AAA Five Diamond JW Marriott 
Cancun Resort & Spa offers 448 guest 
rooms, including 74 suites, all offering 
ocean views.

In December, the attraction Expe-
riencias Xcaret began offering a new 
tour called Xoximilco Cancun, which 
takes guests on gondola-like boats 
called trajineras along 4.6 miles of ca-
nals while they enjoy mariachi music.

Los Cabos
Starwood Resorts in Los Cabos are 

predicting continued growth 
in business for this popu-
lar coastal destination. 
Meetings and in-
centive travel are 

among the trends the company says 
will drive growth at its two properties 
in Los Cabos, the Sheraton Hacienda 
del Mar Golf & Spa Resort and The 
Westin Resort & Spa.

Starwood’s two properties in Los 
Cabos probably couldn’t be more dif-
ferent in terms of architectural style. 
The sprawling, Spanish Colonial-style 
Sheraton Hacienda del Mar Golf & Spa 
Resort, which occupies 28 acres over-
looking the Sea of Cortez, evokes the 
charm and ambience of Old Mexico 
with its elegant arches, fountains, tiled 
walkways and wrought iron balconies. 
The resort has four pools, including an 
infinity pool that overlooks the sea.

The 243-room Westin Resort & Spa, 
Los Cabos combines stunning contem-
porary architecture with vivid splashes 

of color and breathtaking views of the 
Sea of Cortez.

The all-inclusive, 619-room Hyatt 
Ziva Los Cabos, which opened last 
year, recently received the AAA Four 
Diamond designation. Located just 
minutes from San Jose del Cabo, the 
beachfront property offers all-suite ac-
commodations, eight restaurants, a spa, 
nightly entertainment and more than 
35,000 sf of meeting space.

Las Ventanas al Paraiso, a 71-suite 
Rosewood luxury resort, recently in-
vested $55 million to build 12 one- to 

three-bedroom villas. Starting at a 
spacious 4,500 sf, the villas 

feature fully equipped 
kitchens, Bulgari bath 

amenities, infinity-
edge pools and out-
door rain shower 
gardens. The new 
villas made their 
debut in December.

The Sandos Fin-
isterra Los Cabos 

Resort opened last 
year. For merly known 

as Finisterra, the property 
has been transformed into a 

288-room, all-inclusive luxury re-
sort. Of particular interest to groups 
staying at the resort during the time 
frame of January through April is the 
top-floor suite that has been converted 
into a whale-watching bar.

Mexico City
Mexico’s capital, Mexico City, has 

more than 21 million residents, mak-
ing it the largest metropolitan area in 
the Western Hemisphere. As the eco-
nomic and business center of the coun-
try, Mexico City offers multiple world-
class convention centers and more 
than 50,000 hotel rooms along with 
big-city amenities such as art galleries 
and museums. It also offers easy air 
access with direct flights to and from 
cities around the globe.

The 260-room Hilton Mexico City 
Santa Fe recently opened in the city’s 
Samara mixed-use complex in the 
Santa Fe business district. Featuring a 
dramatic architectural design, the new 

hotel offers a rooftop pool, an execu-
tive floor and lounge, more than 8,000 
sf of meeting space and a business cen-
ter that includes six boardrooms.

More Added Value
One key advantage Mexico offers 

is that meetings are exempt from value 
added taxes (VAT) as part of the coun-
try’s commitment to winning interna-
tional meeting and event business. The 
VAT exemption eliminates the 10 per-
cent sales tax on lodging and transfers 
in the country’s border states and the 
16 percent tax on these items through-
out the rest of the country.

According to the Mexico Tourist 
Board, the tax-free status also applies 
to event services such as setup, reg-
istration, masters of ceremonies, trans-
lators, hosts, audio-visual equipment, 
decorations, security, and food and 
beverage provided by the hotel or con-
vention center as part of the event. And, 
maybe best of all, planners don’t have 
to complete the required paperwork — 
hotels and DMCs will usually complete 
it for them.

The Mexico Tourism Board offers 
what it calls “The Mexico Promise” — 
world-class destinations that offer safe 
and highly authentic meeting experi-
ences, a modern infrastructure, air con-
nections to international cities, a high-
quality supply chain and a compelling 
value proposition that includes a highly 
diverse culture, warm Mexican hospi-
tality and an exceptional travel value.

Seeing Is Believing
“If you don’t go (to Mexico), you 

can’t imagine how beautiful and how 
amazing it is, and not just our beaches 
and sun,” says Cecilia Cruz Urquiza, 
executive director for meetings for the 
Mexico Tourism Board in Washington 
DC. “We also have good venues and 
good cities and good infrastructure 
for all of the MICE segment. I invite 
the meeting planners to go and visit 
Mexico and live it to believe it. We will 
welcome them when they want to go 
and visit on a FAM trip or come to our 
road shows so they can know Mexico 
and do business in Mexico.” I&FMM

Dan Young, CMP, LLIF, CLU
Director of Event Planning and 
Recognition
Thrivent Financial
Minneapolis, MN

“Riviera 
Maya offers 

so much. People 
love the city, Playa 
del Carmen, and it 
has great dine-around 
opportunities. There’s 
just a lot to do. ...You 
can really fill a 
pure incentive 

program.”
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Come Shine in our Sun
Meeting Planners and Incentive Groups: your success begins 
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    
hospitality, and attention to detail in everything we do.

fieStameriCanangrand.Com/meetingSmexiCo

Mexico’s award-winning hotels & resorts

EXCLUSIVE 
AIRLINE PARTNER FIESTA AMERICANA QUERETARO



Reader Services / Ad Index
PAGE ADVERTISER PHONE NO. WEB SITE CONTACT E-MAIL

33 Fiesta Americana Hotels and Resorts 800-345-5094 www.fiestamericanagrand.com/meetingsmexico Group Sales groupdesk@posadas.com

17 Hotel Irvine Jamboree Center 949-225-6760 www.hotelirvine.com Scott Bruno GroupSalesLeads@hotelirvine.com

15 Keystone Resort Conference Center 888-901-8548 www.keystoneconferences.com Group Sales keystone@vailresorts.com 

29 M Resort Spa Casino 866-551-1540 www.themresort.com Gabe Kuti gkuti@themresort.com

COV III Mexico Tourism Board 202-265-9021 www.visitmexico.com/meetings Cecilia Cruz ccruz@visitmexico.com

27 The Mob Museum 702-229-2713 www.themobmuseum.org Maria Sawyer msawyer@themobmuseum.org

COV II Sawgrass Marriott Golf Resort & Spa 904-280-7033 www.sawgrassmarriott.com Andrea Smith asmith@sawgrassmarriott.com

COV IV Vdara Hotel & Spa 702-590-7171 www.vdara.com Tony Yousfi meetings@vdara.com

5 Visit Baltimore 914-337-3886 www.visitbaltimore.org/meetings Elizabeth Yienger eyienger@baltimore.org

21 Visit Jacksonville 800-733-2668 www.visitjacksonville.com/meetings Marcia Noon convsales@visitjacksonville.com

13 The Westin La Paloma Resort & Spa 800-677-6338 www.westinlapalomaresort.com Group Sales info@westinlapalomaresort.com

25 Wynn/Encore 866-770-7106 www.wynnmeetings.com Hotel Sales hotelsales@wynnlasvegas.com

Dawn Schuller was named senior 
sales manager for JW Marriott Houston 
Downtown, Houston, TX. The hotel is 
slated to open in summer 2014. She 
most recently served as a corporate 
sales manager at the Four Seasons 
Hotel Houston.

The Westin La Paloma Resort & Spa, 
Tucson, AZ, has named Matt Brody 
as director of sales and marketing. He 
was most recently director of sales and 
marketing at the JW Marriott Starr Pass 
Resort & Spa in Tucson.

Royal Palms Resort and Spa, Phoenix, 
AZ, has named Mark Lindsey as 
director of sales and marketing. He 

was director of sales and marketing 
for Loews Ventana Canyon Resort in 
Tucson, AZ.

Brian D. Macaluso was named di-
rector of sales and marketing at Taj 
Boston. He most recently was task 
force director, sales and marketing, 
Starwood Hotels & Resorts.

Grand Wailea, a Waldorf Astoria Resort, 
Maui, HI, has named Tina Canderle 
as director of sales. She previously 
was account director of groups for 
Starwood Maui Metro Market.

The San Francisco Marriott Marquis 
has appointed Chris Meadors as se-

nior sales executive, West Coast mar-
ket (excluding Northern California). 
He was senior sales executive at the 
San Jose Marriott. 

Ryan Bunker was named director of 
sales and marketing at Loews Ventana 
Canyon Resort, Tucson, AZ. He was 
director of sales and marketing at 
Tucson Marriott University Park.

Wild Dunes Resort, Isle of Palms, SC, 
has promoted Jody Harris to direc-
tor of sales and marketing. He most 
recently served as director of sales. 
Eric Pease was promoted to director 
of group sales. He was assistant direc-
tor of sales. I&FMM

BRODY HARRISBUNKERCANDERLELINDSEY
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all-suite  |  non-gaming  |  smoke-free  |  boutique retreat 
Ideally located between ARIA Resort & Casino® and Bellagio® on the Las Vegas Strip,  

Vdara offers a meeting environment that turns business as usual into results that are simply extraordinary.

Not what you were expecting from Vegas? 

meeting  
with a view.


