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“Orlando is one of the top destinations for association meetings in the 
world,” notes Visit Orlando President and CEO George Aguel, who graces 
our cover. “The associations market is very important to Orlando because 
of the diversity of attendees it brings to our community and opportunity 
to spread the visitation to our broad membership of theme parks, hotels, 
restaurants and entertainment establishments.” 

You might say that’s a manifestation of Orlando Strong, a motto that 
took on sober significance in light of the Pulse nightclub killings in June. 
As testament to the city’s strength, Aguel notes, there have not been any 
significant indications of groups or conventions changing their plans since 
that traumatic event. Support and love for this bucket-list destination 
poured in from the world over. In one video, comedian John Oliver said 
that Orlando, as the theme park capital of the world, is “the ultimate 
symbol of what is truly wonderful about America.” And The Tonight Show’s 
Jimmy Fallon said, “When I think of Orlando, I think of nothing but fun and 
joy and families — and if anyone can do it, you can. Keep on loving each 
other, keep respecting each other and keep on dancing.”

Our feature on page 28 confirms why Orlando continues to stand 
strong as the No. 1 U.S. destination for meetings and conventions. “Even 
if an association has been to Orlando before, there have been so many 
changes, including new restaurants, additions to our theme parks and 
increased level of special activity,” says Aguel. “Association planners will be 
amazed at all the new opportunities for their attendees before, during and 
after the conference that guarantee increased attendance.”

But Orlando’s identity and reputation among meeting planners 
extends well beyond the theme parks. Pamela S. Dallstream, CMP, CMM, 
director of education for the Society of Critical Care Medicine says in our 
story, “Don’t assume that Orlando is only about the theme parks. The 
meeting facilities at the convention center and hotels are very business 
oriented. That should be highlighted when advertising meetings in 
Orlando, even knowing that meeting attendees will bring their families 
to enjoy the fun theme parks.” And then there are the city’s intangibles: 

“Orlando is synonymous with imagination and a view toward the future,” 
Dallstream says, “so it was an excellent location for (our) meeting, which 
highlighted technology for critical care and education.”

Orlando’s theme parks, its convention and hospitality family — and all 
its people — always have and always will “keep on dancing” and proudly 
represent “all that is wonderful about America.”

#OrlandoUnited

Keep on Dancing
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ASAE Reveals 
Evening Events for 
Annual Meeting
WASHINGTON, DC — In August, more 
than 5,500 association industry pro-
fessionals will gather in Salt Lake 
City, Utah, for the 2016 ASAE Annual 
Meeting & Exposition. Attendees will 
experience the culture and flavors 
of Utah, a night honoring Sundance 
Film festival and the outdoor 
spaces of Utah.

For the opening celebration, attend-
ees will enjoy Library Square and stroll 
along the streets tasting local food and 
taking in the sights. Performing a com-
bination of choreography and death-
defying acrobatics, Project Bandaloop 
and other dance groups will perform 
on the five-story glass exterior wall of 
the Salt Lake City Public Library.

On August 15, the ASAE 
Foundation’s The Classic event will 
take place at the Grand America Hotel 
with a theme of “A Night with the 
Sundance Film Festival.” Attendees 
will experience micro-events, dining 
stations made from actual film props, 
and drinks inspired by Sundance clas-
sics. Headlining the event will be the 
Bacon Brothers along with jazz mu-
sic and a video DJ.

Closing out the Annual Meeting, at-
tendees will experience the Red Butte 
Garden, the largest botanical garden 
in the Intermountain West. Dishes will 
be locally sourced and participants can 
stroll through the gardens and relax 
on blankets with their colleagues. The 
featured entertainment is Neon Trees, 
a Utah-based band that broke into the 
musical scene in 2008 while touring 
with The Killers.

For more information about this 
year’s evening events, visit the ASAE 
Annual Meeting & Exposition website: 
http://annual.asaecenter.org/events.cfm

1 Leaders gathered together as the Cincinnati USA 
Convention & Visitors Bureau announced that The 
African Methodist Episcopal Church, or AME Church, 
will host its quadrennial General Conference in 
Cincinnati in 2024. 2 ASAE President and CEO John 
H. Graham, IV, FASAE, CAE (l) and Don Neal, founder 
& CEO of 360 Live Media, announce the inaugural 
Xperience Design Project for May 2017. 3 Attendees 
pose at the recent ASAE Marketing, Membership & 
Communications Conference.
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Stacy Ritter Leading Greater Fort Lauderdale CVB
FORT LAUDERDALE, FL — As Stacy Ritter takes the helm as the new president and CEO 
of the Greater Fort Lauderdale Convention & Visitors Bureau, the long-time Broward 
County resident and former county commissioner is setting an agenda filled with 

big goals and plans, including a long-term vision to elevate 
the destination into one of the premier travel attractions in 
the country.

“With our beautiful beaches and natural beauty, combined 
with an economic boom driving upscale and luxury develop-
ment, Greater Fort Lauderdale is among the country’s very 
top travel spots,” said Ritter. “I look forward to working side by 
side with our hospitality partners to create a compelling brand 
premise and promise to assure strong success and growth as 
we enter into 2017 and beyond.”

Ritter’s mandate is to improve the appeal of the destination’s diverse travel and 
tourism industry, advocate on the local, national and international tourism scene, 
and provide strong leadership in guiding the Broward County Convention Center 
master plan expansion. www.sunny.org

Nashville Rocks IBTM America 2016

NASHVILLE, TN — IBTM America, held June 15–17 in Nashville at the Gaylord Opryland 
Resort & Convention Center, connected the U.S. and international meetings industry 
through a mix of business, education and networking. More than 500 attendees ex-
perienced downtown Music City and the legendary Honky Tonks at Discovery Day. 
Approximately 5,000 one-to-one mutually matched business appointments and 18.5 
hours of networking opportunities followed at the convention center.

New features this year included a focus on technology, displayed around a central 
hub that also enabled more connections to be made over breaks in the appointment 
schedule. The TechCollective showcased emerging technologies, from start-ups and 
entrepreneurs highlighting new ideas for the industry through live demonstrations.

The Hilton Diplomat Resort & Spa in Fort Lauderdale will be the home of IBTM 
America 2017, which will take place June 14–16. www.ibtmamerica.com

The show floor at IBTM America 2016.

Snapshots
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Expansive Venue Spaces
Overlooking the Gulf of Mexico 

1451 Middle Gulf Dr. 
Sanibel Island, FL 33957

Contact Us Today!
Call 239-472-4151

W W W. S U N D I A L R E S O R T. C O M

Whether you are looking for an indoor or outdoor venue setting, Sundial Beach Resort & Spa 
offers the most expansive selection of event space on Sanibel Island. Enjoy gatherings outside on 
the enchanted lawns and tropical beaches, or plan a formal event inside our ballroom or any of 
our nine meeting sites. Host your event at Sundial, the only Sanibel Island venue capable of 
entertaining up to 300 guests with its 12,000 square feet of indoor and outdoor event facilities.
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Cynthia Cortis and Anita O’Boyle

Planning a meeting in a foreign country offers both the or-
ganization and the event planner plenty of opportunities 

to deliver new and unique experiences for attendees. An in-
ternational event also brings a new set of logistical challenges 
that will test even the most savvy and experienced event plan-
ner. Your plan should cover a wide range of contingencies for 
such topics as valued-added taxes (VATs), customs delays and 
communication miscues. Following are some logistical consid-
erations compiled by the Event Services team at SmithBucklin. 

DO YOUR RESEARCH
Take the time to learn about the country you’re visiting. For 

example, Japan has a week-long holiday for Golden Week in 
May. Because so many Japanese nationals are on vacation, we 
adjust our planning cycle to ensure no transactions are pro-
cessed during that week. The same holds true for the Chinese 
New Year in China, the High Holy Days in Israel and Ramadan 
in Turkey. A useful trick we’ve learned is downloading a coun-
try’s holidays into our Outlook calendar. 

Understand the culture differences regarding time. In Latin 
America, you may have a meeting set for 3 p.m., but your at-
tendees might start showing up at 3:15. Be flexible and adjust 
your schedules and itineraries accordingly.

Make sure you research and follow each airline’s and air-
port’s luggage restrictions for both carry-on and checked 
luggage. Imagine if your checked bags containing all 1,500 of 
your event badges were lost or held up in customs? That’s why, 
when meeting outside of the U.S., we pack anything crucial to 
the event in our carry-on bags (and we make sure those bags 
meet the airline’s specifications). Depending on your event 
location, you may want to pack your badge holders in your 
carry-on, too. You do not want to worry about locating 1,000 
badge holders in Shanghai on a Sunday after an unexpected 
storm has delayed your shipment.

ENLIST THE HELP OF A CUSTOMS BROKER 
Another key partner is the customs broker, a representative 

licensed in the local customs laws, shipping procedures, trade 
documentation and more. All goods and luggage must pass 

through customs, but protocols differ by country. A local cus-
toms broker can advise you on what items may trigger high 
customs taxes, helping you to avoid unnecessary expenses.

The customs broker should not be confused with a ship-
ping company. While your shipping company may deliver 
internationally and is usually reliable, they are not respon-
sible for ensuring your conference materials meet all of the 
country’s customs regulations. That means, if your shipment 
gets stopped in customs for any reason (and this happens 
frequently!), you will be the one dealing with the local govern-
ment to get your items cleared.  

In one case, a client organization’s shipment arriving in 
Poland was delayed at customs, and the customs broker had 
to drive to three separate government agencies in one day in 
order to release the boxes in time for registration. Meanwhile, 
the planner was able to focus on pre-meeting preparation.

UNDERSTAND LOCAL BUSINESS CUSTOMS 
Cultural attitudes toward business practices are vastly dif-

ferent. In Japan, the word “no” is rarely used, and politeness is 
a cultural staple. However, Japanese businesspeople will ne-
gotiate, so don’t be afraid to say what you want — be firm and 
polite at the same time. 

We’ve also seen different approaches to handling contracts. 
Some countries, like China, might be resistant to include claus-
es that are standard in the United States. However, we have 
found Chinese convention centers are open to negotiating 
those clauses as they become more familiar with them. 

African countries such as South Africa, Botswana, Nigeria 
and Ethiopia prefer agreements that are more free-flowing, 
sometimes not binding. This means you should always have a 
Plan B, C and D at hand.

GET HELP WITH VALUE-ADDED TAXES
If your event is going to encounter a pitfall, VATs (value-

added taxes) is likely the place. While it’s easy to get caught 
up in the exciting, big-picture aspects of the event, it’s the 
nitty-gritty accounting details that are critical. If VATs are filed 
incorrectly, your event could face serious penalties and, there-

Be Prepared With a Plan B, C and D fore, cost overruns. Plan your budget so that you can con-
tract a VAT expert in the city, region or country of your event. 
Make sure you and your VAT expert are up-to-date with the 
constantly changing VAT rules for registering, filing and main-
taining compliance. 

COMMUNICATE OFTEN AND ALWAYS!
Not everyone you encounter in your international event 

planning will be fluent in English — some might not speak or 
understand English at all. We experienced some translation 
challenges while staying at a convention center in central 
Asia, and our team found very creative ways to communicate 
through using photos and clip art. 

Americans tend to speak very fast and use a lot of jargon, 
and people speaking English as a second or third language 

often struggle to keep up. Additionally, the same word can 
mean different things to different people. For example, when 
the venue in Germany said it would provide a snack as part 
of the all-day meeting package, we assumed it meant brown-
ies, cookies — the usual sweets. You can imagine our surprise 
when we found out that the snack consisted of a single 
apple per person. 

Make a conscious effort to slow down and use more formal 
language. In Frankfurt, we had ordered two banners but the 
email correspondence became confusing, so we referred to 
them as “Banner A” and “Banner B.” When two of the same ban-
ners came, we were able to explain the problem and ask them 
to re-send “Banner B.”

When in doubt, call your local contacts. To avoid a high 
international phone bill, use www.freeconferencecall.com. 
Negotiations also can be done over the phone. 

Ask what method of communication your contacts 
prefer. Some people read English better than they speak 
it, and vice versa.

ESTABLISH LOCAL CONNECTIONS
Find local contacts with expertise and experience in han-

dling event logistics in that region, and establish partnerships 
with them. These relationships are essential to ensuring the 
smooth operation of your event. Local connections can help 
navigate language and cultural gaps, assisting with local trans-
portation, hospitality and security, among other needs. Also, 
seek out your contacts for clarification about cultural nuances. 

The level of sophistication in convention centers abroad 
might be a pleasant surprise, especially in their dedication 
to providing excellent service. Don’t assume the American 

approach is always the best. Local vendors often offer talents 
that will delight your attendees. 

These logistical considerations barely scratch the surface. 
In fact, our planning process guide includes more than 200 
contingencies and variables. But the key takeaway is that 
when in doubt, ask for help. Whether it’s a convention and 
visitors bureau (CVB), the hotel manager, a destination man-
agement company (DMC) or a local professional conference 
organizer (PCO) — there are local professionals who can 
help you navigate the logistical challenges of international 
event planning.   AC&F

Cynthia Cortis and Anita O’Boyle are events directors at SmithBucklin, the 
association management and services company more organizations turn to than any 
other. Contact Cynthia at ccortis@smithbucklin.com and Anita at aoboyle@smithbucklin.
com or visit www.smithbucklin.com. 

If your event is going to encounter a pitfall, VATs (value-
added taxes) is likely the place. While it’s easy to get caught 

up in the exciting, big-picture aspects of the event, it’s 
the nitty-gritty accounting details that are critical.

International Event Planning
Meet the Logistical Challenges of
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By Maura Keller

‘Guaranteed to Enhance the Overall Experience of Your Attendees’

Casino resorts, with all their high-energy gaming and 
entertainment, have always been a powerful draw 
for leisure visitors. For association planners, this ap-
peal presents a challenge — how to balance getting 
business done with all the distractions that attract 

attendees in the first place. The secret to success, say planners, is 
not to fight it, but to embrace everything great gaming destina-
tions have to offer.

Living up to its nickname, the “Las Vegas of the East,” New 

Jersey’s Atlantic City plays host to world-class lodging and gam-
ing at Caesars, Bally’s and Harrah’s Resort, each offering a unique 
experience for meeting attendees.

Overlooking the Atlantic Ocean and the iconic Marina Dis-
trict, the new Harrah’s Atlantic City Waterfront Conference 
Center offers an innovative meetings experience on the East 
Coast accompanied with an unbeatable view. The 100,000-sf 
meeting space expansion offers planners the unique experience 
to sleep, eat and meet all in one location with more than 2,500 
hotel rooms available. This versatile space with two 50,000-sf 

ballrooms can be configured 200 different ways, making more 
than 60 smaller rooms to accommodate meetings of all sizes. 
The conference center, which has been deemed the largest hotel-
conference center complex from Baltimore to Boston, is within 
easy driving distance of a third of the U.S. population, making it 
a prime meetings destination.

In October 2015, the New Jersey Special Investigators Asso-
ciation held their annual seminar at the Waterfront Conference 
Center at the Harrah’s Resort. This event was a training seminar 
on insurance fraud attended by approximately 700 insurance 
professionals, law enforcement professionals, attorneys, medical 
professionals and vendors.

“We chose this locale as we are a New Jersey-based organiza-
tion and, although we have attendees from the tri-state area, we 
wanted to continue to hold our seminar within the state,” says 
Scott Keesal, president of the New Jersey Special Investigators 
Association. “We found this to be a great locale for our diverse 
group. We found that Harrah’s Resort has something for every-
body, and it offered a great variety of restaurants, not only as far 
as food choices, but both casual and fine dining. The restaurants 
were large enough to host large groups if needed. There was 
plenty of shopping opportunity inside the resort and surround-
ing area. There were plenty of entertainment venues for social 
events and the ability to host private events within these venues. 
The hotel and casino were clean, fresh and modernized as were 
the guest rooms. The gambling was just an added bonus for those 
who wished to partake.”

Keesal advises meeting planners to not be fearful of the stigma 
of hosting training events at casino resorts.

“We had concerns that we would lose attendees to gambling 
during our classroom sessions or that corporations would not 
allow their employees to attend training seminars at casino re-
sorts,” Keesal says. “However, this was not the case. Our class-
rooms were full and not only were corporate employees permit-
ted to attend, but we found it attracted company executives. The 
feedback from our membership and other seminar attendees was 
tremendous. A casino resort is a great place to hold an associa-
tion meeting event.”

Louis A. Riccio is an enthusiastic fan of meeting in Atlantic 
City. As the association’s meeting planner and executive director, 
Riccio recently planned the Mid-Atlantic Regional Conference 
of the National Association of Housing and Redevelopment Of-
ficials for approximately 400 people at the Resorts Casino Hotel 
in Atlantic City.

The signature event was a joint conference and trade show for 
the Middle Atlantic Regional Council of the National Associa-
tion of Housing and Redevelopment Officials (MARC NAHRO) 
and the New Jersey State Chapter of NAHRO (NJ-NAHRO). NJ-
NAHRO hosts an annual conference and trade show, but MARC 
NAHRO only comes to New Jersey every fifth or sixth year.

“The conference is a training conference where we offer over 
30 seminars dealing with housing and community develop-
ment issues,” Riccio says. “In addition, we have 50 vendors from 
around the country who display their products and meet with 
the membership.”

As Riccio explains, in general casino resorts offer attendees 
several unique opportunities to experience excellent restaurants 
and meet colleagues in a collegial environment.

“In addition, the Atlantic City experience is unique with its 
Boardwalk, wildly popular outlet shopping and amusement 
atmosphere,” Riccio says. “It enables attendees, after a long day 
in meetings or classes, an opportunity to unwind either in the 
casino or outside on The Boardwalk. More specifically, Resorts 

An ideal venue for association events and receptions, the Pool at Harrah’s Resort Atlantic City doubles as a hot nightclub after hours.
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The new conference center at Resorts Casino Hotel, Atlantic City, boasts 
64,000 sf of meeting space, 27 meeting rooms, four ballrooms and a showroom.
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“We found that Harrah’s 
Resort has something 
for everybody, and it 

offered a great variety 
of restaurants...both 

casual and fine dining. 
The gambling was just an 

added bonus for those 
who wished to partake.”

Scott Keesal  
President 
NJ Special Investigators 
Association 
Toms River, NJ
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Casino Hotel’s meeting space is state-of-the-art. The latest and 
best technology is available in this venue since the facilities are 
all new and their attention to detail is unsurpassed.”

Indeed, Resorts Casino Hotel recently welcomed its first 
guests to experience the latest in audio-visual technology in a 
new multifaceted conference center at this world-class hotel, 
managed by Mohegan Gaming Advisors. Known as the resort 
that brought gaming to Atlantic City, Resorts Casino Hotel con-
tinues to stay at the top of its game with a new conference center.

Following the opening of the $35 million Jimmy Buffett-
themed Margaritaville entertainment complex, which is part of 
a total of nearly $80 million spent on further expansion and reno-
vation, Resorts continues to evolve and grow as a destination.

“In general, the casino hotels offer a varied selection of op-
portunities for your attendees — from gambling to shopping to 
fine dining to an amusement park atmosphere on The Board-
walk,” Riccio says.

In March 2016, the New Jersey Builders Association (NJBA) 
hosted the 67th annual Atlantic Builders Convention in Atlantic 
City. The Resorts Casino Hotel served as their host hotel for a 
third year in a row.

The NJBA is the leading trade association for the shelter indus-
try in New Jersey. Their members include residential and com-
mercial builders, developers, remodelers, subcontractors, sup-
pliers, engineers, architects, consultants and other professionals.

“Our purpose is to bring together those individuals involved 
in the building industry for the purpose of mutual advantage and 
cooperation,” says Diane Nicolo-Pocino, CMP, vice president 
of events and programs. “One of the two ways we do that is via 
the Atlantic Builders Convention. Casino resorts are great. In 
my opinion, they make the life of a professional meeting plan-
ner much easier. With the many attractions, activities, entertain-
ment and dining options located on property (or close by) you are 

guaranteed to enhance the overall experi-
ence of your attendees.”

EMBRACING LAS VEGAS
While Atlantic City is a favorite locale 

for casino aficionados, Las Vegas is second 
to none when it comes to casino resort op-
tions for meeting planners.

Diane Williams, a meeting planner for 
the Virginia-based National Grocers As-
sociation, has orchestrated a myriad of 
events for associations at casino hotels 
along the Las Vegas Strip. Ranging from 
100 to 4,000 people, these events have 
included individual meetings and confer-
ences, with some colocating with larger 
events at the Las Vegas Convention Center.

“Casino resorts offer quite a bit of meeting space and sleep-
ing rooms as opposed to traditional hotels throughout the U.S.,” 
Williams says. “They typically have many top-rated restaurants 
and bars along with shows to offer attendees unique experiences 
during their visit. Plus the décor in many of the resorts — from 
the lobby to the guest rooms — are over the top.”

Williams planned an event at The Mirage Hotel & 
Casino for the National Grocers Association. The Mi-
rage Events Center  is ideal for trade shows, exhibits, 
concerts and galas. Approximately 90,000 sf of pillar-less space 
can be partitioned into three 30,000-sf sections, one of which 
can break down into three rooms of 6,500 to 10,000 sf per sec-
tion. Fully carpeted, the Mirage Events Center features state-of-
the-art fiber optic, power, lighting and rigging support to accom-
modate the most complex shows and events. In addition, the 
Mirage features three various-sized ballrooms and a boardroom, 
outfitted for board meetings or VIP gatherings.

Las Vegas is teeming with a wealth of casino resort options 
for association meeting planners. For instance, Aria Resort & 
Casino’s flexible meeting space has a lot to offer for the asso-

ciation segment. Aria can hold association board meetings 
in their executive boardrooms for 30 and turn around to 
a 5,000-person trade show in the 52,000-sf ballroom. Not 
many places in Las Vegas offer 300,000 sf of meeting space 
five minutes from your hotel room without walking through 
the casino.  When you arrive at the meeting space, it’s de-
signed for networking among attendees without the distrac-
tions of restaurants, outlets or transient guests.

In December 2016, Hard Rock Las Vegas is adding 2,000 
sf of prefunction space for registration and possible exhibit 
use, with an additional 17, 607 sf of pillar-less meeting space 
added to the existing 10,200 sf for a grand total of 27,807 sf of 
usable meeting, exhibit, event and/or food and beverage space. 
Hard Rock Las Vegas also offers 16 studio breakout rooms that 
vary in size from 450 sf to 850 sf.

OFF THE BEATEN PATH
For many people, Atlantic City and Las Vegas are syn-

onymous with “all things casino,” however there is a wealth of 
other casino resort options for meetings and events spread 
across the country.

Community Associations Institute-Greater Inland Empire 
(CAI-GRIE) Chapter in Riverside, California, has held several 
mini trade show luncheons at Pechanga Resort & Casino for the 
past five years. Pechanga Resort & Casino, a quick freeway drive 
from San Diego, is California’s largest resort/casino, offering a 
200,000-sf casino (larger than any in Las Vegas), 11 onsite res-
taurants, spa, championship golf course, 517 rooms and suites, 
A-list concerts and a wealth of evening activities.

“We cover the entire Inland Empire so we have a need to pro-
vide southern and northern locations for 
our members so that they can easily get 
out in the middle of their work day to at-
tend,” says DJ Conlon, CMCA, meeting 
planner and executive director at CAI-
GRIE. “We have also held our Annual 
Monte Carlo Night in June (at Pechanga) 
for the past four years.”

CAI-GRIE luncheons have been at-
tended by between 160–200 members of 
the association’s chapter. Approximately 
350 people attended the Monte Carlo 
Night. “The Grand Ballroom at Pechan-
ga is the only facility in the local area 
that can (handle) the way that we host 
our events,” Conlon says. “Beyond that, 
Pechanga offers entertainment after your 
own event is over. This helps people who 
want to hang around a little longer and 
spend more networking time together.”

Unique events also can be planned at Pechanga as part of 
meetings, or as extracurricular activities. The onsite, champion-
ship golf course, the serene spa and dining outings prove popular 
with groups. Private poker lessons or tournaments and bingo 
sessions can be secured for groups at Pechanga. Offsite excur-
sions such as wine tastings in the Temecula Valley wine region 
also are favorites of meeting planners.

Currently, Pechanga is undergoing a massive, $285 million 
resort expansion. The Pechanga Tribe broke ground on the 
major construction project in December 2015. When com-
pleted (estimated to be the end of 2017), the project will add a 
four-acre resort pool complex, a two-story luxury spa, a nearly 
70,000-sf events facility, a 568-room and suite hotel wing and 
two new restaurants.

In Arizona, Talking Stick Resort is the leading hospitality 
destination, courtesy of its stunning design and vast array of en-
tertainment options. Independently owned and operated by the 
Salt River Pima-Maricopa Indian Community, the elegant hotel 

An exterior view of Aria Resort & Casino, Las Vegas. 
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Designed to ignite a rebirth of nightlife entertainment in Atlantic City, Borgata Hotel Casino & Spa 
recently debuted Premier Nightclub — “a transformative party experience where clubbing is theatre.” 
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“The Atlantic City 
experience is unique 

with its Boardwalk, 
wildly popular outlet 

shopping and amusement 
atmosphere. It enables 

attendees, after a long day...
an opportunity to unwind 

either in the casino or 
outside on The Boardwalk.”

Louis A. Riccio 
Executive Director 
Housing Authority of the Borough 
of Madison 
Madison, NJ

“With the many 
attractions, activities, 

entertainment 
and dining options 

located on property 
(or close by) you are 

guaranteed to enhance 
the overall experience 

of your attendees.”

Diane Nicolo-Pocino, CMP  
V.P. of Events & Programs 
New Jersey Builders Association 
Hamilton, NJ
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and casino features 496 guest rooms and offers various world-
class amenities all in one location.

Boasting more than 113,000 sf of indoor/outdoor meeting 
space and cutting-edge audio-visual capabilities, Talking Stick 
Resort also includes a 10,000-sf showroom and the 25,000-sf Salt 
River Grand ballroom that can be divided for intimate occasions 
or used to accommodate one large gathering. Hosting more than 
100 events annually with up to 4,000 guests, Talking Stick Resort 
knows how to put on a show. Following a long day of meetings, 
the property offers a variety of dining and entertainment op-
tions including 11 world-class restaurants and entertainment 
lounges, a nearly 300,000-sf casino, renowned spa located on the 
14th floor and four pools.

While Connecticut is not often associated with casino resorts, 
Mohegan Sun in Uncasville, Connecticut, can help stage success-
ful association meetings. With more than 100,000 sf of flexible 
meeting space — including the 38,000-sf, pillar-free ballroom 
and catering menus that offer everything from casual café fare 
to uniquely elegant entrées, the Mohegan Sun casino, hotel and 

entertainment complex is a one-stop meeting and event venue 
that’s sure to please.

In nearby Pennsylvania, the Valley Forge Casino Resort’s 
Convention Center boasts 100,000 sf of meeting and confer-
ence facilities, allowing for optimum customization while pro-
viding all of the technological and connectivity features that an 
event may need. For smaller affairs, there are several ballrooms 
of various sizes and meeting rooms — all perfect settings to get 
down to business.

Classic, historic décor with the excitement of a casino environ-
ment describes the French Lick Resort in Indiana. The 105,000-sf 
French Lick Resort Event Center can accommodate any occasion 
with 27 luxurious state-of-the-art meeting rooms that are perfect 
for any sized occasion, from trade shows to grand galas. The ad-
jacent French Lick Casino, a 51,000-sf Las Vegas-style gaming fa-
cility, is all on one floor with soaring 27-foot ceilings. Just a quick 
trolley ride away is the West Baden Springs Hotel. Once called 
the “Eighth Wonder of the World,” the focal point of West Baden 
Springs Hotel is the incredible atrium that spans 200 feet.

And in Reno, the Grand Sierra Resort and Casino boasts more 
than 200,000 sf of meeting space, with more than 45 breakout 
rooms. All said, the Grand Sierra can accommodate from 10 
to 4,000 people.

MAKING CASINOS WORK FOR YOUR EVENT
When planning a meeting or event at a casino resort, there 

are some key steps an association meeting planner needs to take.
“As with any location, make sure that you are fully aware of 

what is and is not acceptable and what is expected,” Conlon says. 
“Although I have never had a really bad experience, I think com-
munication with your onsite planner is key to making sure that 
you and the facility are both happy at the end of the event.”

As Williams explains, the planning will be different as you 
are dealing with a gaming element, which controls a lot of the 
suite inventory.

“The financial model will be unique due to the many different 
revenue streams a casino must operate, so budgeting will need to 
be adjusted accordingly,” Williams says. “Also be aware if attend-
ees have to walk through the casino to get to the meeting space. 
If so, plan your program accordingly. Don’t try to compete with 
the casino resort elements — embrace what they offer and try to 
incorporate within your event.”

Riccio recommends meeting planners try to determine what 
works best for your attendees. “I have found that my colleagues 
like the convenience of a casino hotel on The Boardwalk,” Ric-
cio says. “Furthermore, once you have established a relationship 
with a casino hotel, stick with them. We have tried several other 
casino hotels over the years and found that Resorts Casino Hotel 
met and exceeded our expectations, and was the best value for 
our dollar.” AC&F

The focal point of the landmark West Baden Springs Hotel in Indiana is the 
magnificent atrium that spans 200 feet.
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What’s New & Noteworthy From Coast to Coast
Convention Hotel Update

Like remora fish that cling to the underbellies of sharks, 
convention hotels have a symbiotic relationship with 
their nearby convention centers. One can’t live without 
the other, and when urban convention centers begin to 
bring in the mega events, local hotels renovate and new 

properties pop up seemingly overnight.
Every year conventions attract hundreds of thousands of visi-

tors to American cities, resulting in many 
billions of dollars spent nationally on flights, 
rental cars, hotel rooms, restaurants and in 
local businesses and attractions. That’s why in 
St. Louis local business leaders are discussing 
major renovations to its downtown conven-
tion center and the Dome at America’s Center 
(formerly the Edward Jones Dome), two ven-
ues which are helping draw association meet-
ings and conventions into the city’s revitalized 
downtown district. 

“The America’s Center convention com-
plex, which includes The Dome at America’s 
Center, is a key economic engine for our re-
gion bringing in more than 600,000 event at-
tendees each year, consuming an estimated 

351,600 hotel rooms in both St. Louis City and County,” says Kitty 
Ratcliffe, president of Explore St. Louis. “These visitors not only use 
hotel rooms, but they enjoy our world-class restaurants, shopping, 
entertainment venues and attractions, helping generate $258 mil-
lion in economic activity and more than 3,300 jobs for our residents.

“As a prime example, the recent First Robotics Championships 
was held from April 27–30 and drew an estimated 40,000 students, 
mentors and parents from around the world to St. Louis, generat-
ing an estimated $24 million of direct economic impact. That’s a 

win-win for our region and our entire hospi-
tality community,” Ratcliffe said. “This event 
filled every hotel in St. Louis (city) and St. 
Louis County.” 

The America’s Center Convention Com-
plex includes 502,000 sf of exhibit space, a 
28,000-sf ballroom, the 67,000-seat America 
Dome, the 1,400-seat Ferrara Theatre and the 
St. Louis Executive Conference Center.

One of the major changes in the Amer-
ica’s Center convention district came last 
year when the Renaissance St. Louis Grand 
(across from the convention center) was reno-
vated and rebranded as the Marriott St. Louis 
Grand. The $30 million renovation has trans-
formed St. Louis’ largest hotel with all 917 

guest rooms completely remodeled, including new refrigerators 
and 47-inch flat-screen televisions. The hotel also added 6,400 sf of 
meeting and event space for a total of more than 77,000 sf.

Hotel developers and management firms in other cities, such 
as Cleveland, Detroit, Nashville, Orlando, Washington, DC, and 
Anaheim have stepped up new-builds and renovations as their lo-
cal convention centers expand. 

MIDWEST 
Cleveland, Ohio, will be the center of attention in July when it 

hosts the Republican National Convention July 18-21. To prepare 
for this major event at the city’s Quicken Loans Arena, $3.5 billion 
of private and public funds are being invested in the visitor-related 
infrastructure developments near the convention center, which will 
be sure to help attract association events in the months and years 
following the RNC. The largest property in the city opened June 1 
just in time for the RNC: the 600-room Hilton Cleveland Down-
town, which connects to the Huntington Convention Center. The 
hotel features the SkyBar on the 32nd floor, onsite restaurants, a 
pool and 50,000 sf of meeting space. Also new to downtown this 
year are the 189-room Drury Plaza and the 161-room The Kimpton 
Schofield Hotel — both housed in historic buildings. 

In Milwaukee, Wisconsin, Darlene Behr organized the four-
night, 2015 Gaufest convention, using the Hilton Milwaukee Cen-
ter City and Hyatt Regency Milwaukee properties, both of which 
are physically connected to the Wisconsin Center by an enclosed 
walkway. “Our group, SVEV D’Oberlandler, is a Bavarian Schuh-
plattling group whose mission is to perpetuate the Bavarian culture 
through song and dance,” says Behr. “The 
Gau is patterned after the seven regional 
Gaus in Bavaria, and every two years we 
have a national Gaufest where we hold 
our competitions for teams of no more 
than six couples and single couple com-
petitions. This year was the 25th Gaufest, 
and our club was chosen to host the 
big event, which turned out to be 1,200 
adults and 200 children. 

“We utilized the Hyatt Regency, the 
Hilton City Center and the Wisconsin 
Center, and both properties are connected to the WC, which 
made it very convenient,” Behr said. “I understand that the Hil-
ton had gone through renovations, but because everything was 
completed and cleaned up, it was not evident during our visit. 
Everything looked beautiful at the Hilton, and I don’t believe the 
Hyatt went through any renovations during that time. During the 
multi-day event, we used Ballroom ABCD at the WC and the ex-
hibition center on the third floor. We also used 101ABCD for our 
competition walk-through. At the Hyatt Regency, we used several 
of the small ballrooms off the lobby, and at the Hilton we used 

the Empire and Crystal ballrooms, and several smaller ballrooms 
off the Crystal.”

The Hyatt Regency offers 481 guest rooms, including 18 suites, 
Bistro 333 and Bar 333, and a total of 33,767 sf of function space and 
2,372 sf of prefunction space, with 23 meeting rooms offering indi-
vidual or master controls for heat/AC, sound, music and multiple 
electrical/microphone outlets. 

The Detroit Marriott at the Renaissance Center, a 10-minute 
walk from the Cobo Center, completed their large renovation proj-
ect that transformed all 1,298 rooms and 100,000 sf of meeting 
space. The 70-story hotel is one of the tallest in the U.S., and the 
property spent about $30 million on the renovation project. The 
property’s 52 deluxe suites all have been redesigned, and now in-
clude dedicated space for hosting small events. The meeting space 
at the hotel spans three floors, with 34 separate rooms totaling 
100,000 sf of meeting space. The refurbished concierge lounge is 
available to elite members of Marriott Rewards program. Located 
on the riverfront, in downtown Detroit, guest rooms offer views of 
the city skyline, the Detroit River and, across the river, the city of 

Windsor, Ontario. 
Last year Detroit’s downtown 2.4-mil-

lion-sf Cobo Center completed the $229 
million third and final phase of its ma-
jor, multiyear renovation and expansion 
project, which touched every aspect 
of the venue.  

A lesser known convention center 
and several new hotels about 25 miles 
from downtown Detroit in Novi, Michi-
gan, have begun attracting meetings 
and expositions. 

“There has been a great interest among planners in the Subur-
ban Collection Showplace, Detroit’s suburban convention center in 
Novi,” said Blair Bowman, owner/manager of the Suburban Collec-
tion Showplace. “Our venue is scheduled to begin a major expan-
sion. We will be adding a 200,000-sf addition on the event and expo-
sition center’s west side. Construction will start after Labor Day this 
year, and we are expected to open the complete 600,000-sf facility 
in 2017,” Bowman says. 

Adjacent to the Suburban Collection Showplace is the 126-
room Hyatt Place Detroit/Novi Hotel, where an indoor corridor 

By Ron Bernthal

The Marriott St. Louis Grand, formerly 
the Renaissance St. Louis Grand, is 
across from the America’s Center.

The Hilton 
Cleveland 

Downtown, 
which 

connects 
to the 

Huntington 
Convention 

Center, 
opened 

June 1.

The Detroit Marriott at the Renaissance Center offers 100,000 sf for meetngs.

The new Hilton West Palm Beach is the 
only hotel in South Florida to be directly 

connected to a convention center.
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runs from the hotel property directly into the convention center. 
“We have been doing very well with state and regional association 
meetings and conventions,” Bowman says. “We went from hosting 
90 events in 2005 to having about 800 various events scheduled for 
this year alone.” 

One of the larger events at SCS took place last spring when the 
Michigan Dental Association (MDA) met in Novi for their annual 
convention. “We had 4,000 participants for our convention at the 
Suburban Collection Showplace,” says 
Andrea Sundermann, CAE, director of 
continuing education for MDA. “We 
used four hotels, including Hyatt Place, a 
new property connected to the SCS, the 
Doubletree by Hilton Novi, which was 
just finishing their renovations, the Bar-
onette Renaissance Hotel and the Hilton 
Garden Inn, a fairly new property. All 
three of these properties are located in 
Novi, and all offer shuttle service to the 
SCS, about six to seven minutes’ drive. 
Some participants drove their own vehicles or took taxis the short 
distance to SCS. 

“All the hotels worked out great, but I just wish there had been 
more hotel rooms available at the Hyatt Place, which was so con-
venient to the convention center. On the other hand, there were 
more offsite dining options at the hotel properties farther from SCS, 
and some attendees at Hyatt Place missed having that convenience.” 

One of the benefits for meeting planners working with Subur-
ban Collection Showplace and the adjacent Hyatt Place is that both 
properties are under one owner. “Service was excellent both at the 
Hyatt Place and Suburban Collection Showplace, making it a very 
easy place to do the business of event planning,” Sundermann says. 

WEST 
In Austin, Texas, the Hilton Austin, located directly across the 

street from the Austin Convention Center, has recently announced 
the beginning of a multimillion-dollar transformation initiative that 
will include a full renovation of the hotel’s lobby, public areas and 
meeting space, as well as the launch of two new restaurant con-

cepts, and a flexible event venue — to be 
completed by the end of the year. With 
801 guest rooms, including 81 concierge-
level rooms and 25 suites, the Hilton Aus-
tin is the largest hotel in the city, features 
the largest ballroom in Austin and offers 
a total of 80,000 sf of meeting and event 
space. The Governor’s Ballroom and the 
Austin Grand Ballroom are each divisible 
into five different rooms to accommo-
date individual group needs, and both 
ballrooms flow into ample prefunction 

space and breakout rooms. The property’s wrap-around prefunc-
tion space offers floor-to-ceiling windows and views of downtown.

The Reverbery, which opens in the Hilton Austin in late summer, 
offers an “Austin-cool” recording studio vibe, with flexible indoor 
and outdoor space and specially designed food and drink menus. 
The Austin Taco Project — a craft beer and fusion taco bar — opens 
late fall and features a streetfront patio just off Austin’s music “Main 
Street.” Also opening late fall will be a 3,000-sf Starbucks, one of the 
first in Texas to offer Starbucks Evenings menu. All the renovations 
come on the heels of a $23 million upgrade to the hotel’s 801 guest 
rooms, suites and executive lounge that was completed in 2014. 

Opening in Houston, Texas, this October is the Marriott 
Marquis Houston, which will add 1,000 new guest rooms, more 
than 100,000 sf of meeting space and Houston’s largest ballroom 
(39,000 sf ) to the city. A rooftop terrace will feature a group pavil-
ion and a Texas-shaped lazy river. The downtown hotel will be con-
nected to the George R. Brown Convention Center via a climate-
controlled skybridge. 

The city of Anaheim, California, is buzzing with new hotels 

and renovations around the expanded Anaheim Convention 
Center. The Anaheim Marriott, part of the Anaheim Convention 
Center (ACC) campus, completed its renovations last year. Up-
dates were made to meeting spaces, including fresh carpeting, art, 
sound walls, furnishings and a fiber-optic network. All 1,030 guest 
rooms and suites were upgraded and renovations also were made 
to the hotel’s lobby, featuring the new nFuse Bar & Kitchen. The 
lobby was redesigned to activate Marriott’s Great Room Concept, 
with more Wi-Fi and power outlets as well as wireless charging 
stations in the lobby area and public spaces. Another renovation 
included new state-of-the-art “smart” elevators. 

 “We are expecting about 2,100 or more participants for the 
CalABA 35th Annual Western Regional Conference on Behavior 
Analysis (CalABA 2017) in February 2017,” says Kristine Howes, 
senior conference planner at Sacramento State’s College of Con-
tinuing Education. “Our conference will be held at the Anaheim 
Marriott and Anaheim Convention Center, and although we do 
have overflow hotels, our largest room block will be at the Mar-
riott. The property will be very convenient for access to the con-
vention center, and all breakouts, general session and exhibits 
will take place at both the Anaheim Marriott and Anaheim Con-
vention Center.

“CalABA is a growing association, and their conference is in-
creasing in size annually,” said Howes. “They have grown out of 
containing their conference in a traditional hotel, so Anaheim 
was a good fit, with the amount of the 
meeting space we needed at the Mar-
riott and its location adjacent to the 
convention center, just a four-minute 
walk from the hotel. This conference 
alternates between north and south, so 
we are looking to find a home in South-
ern California, and hoping that Ana-
heim will be it.”

When Orange County’s first JW 
Marriott opens in Anaheim in 2018, 
it will become the first four-diamond 
hotel outside of the Disneyland Resort. 
The 12-story, 466-room JW Marriott at 
the Anaheim GardenWalk Mall will be within walking distance to 
Disneyland and the ACC.

Other properties that are, or soon will be, part of the Anaheim 
Convention Center’s orbit include Homewood Suites by Hilton 
Anaheim Convention Center, which opened last December just 
across the street from the convention center. A new Hyatt House 
at Anaheim Resort/Convention Center (opening summer 2016) 
is just a stone’s throw from the ACC and will feature 262 studio, 
one- and two-bedroom kitchen suites with living rooms and spa-
cious bedrooms. Another property opening this summer, adja-
cent to the ACC, will be the 296-room Residence Inn. 

SOUTH
Many meeting planners, cognizant of the allure of Nashville, 

Tennessee, and with a history of working with Starwood proper-
ties, have already booked groups into The Westin Nashville (open-
ing September 27, 2016) next to the massive 1.2-million-sf Music 
City Center. “We have about 150 participants already to attend 
our November 2017 Legal Seminar event,” says Laura Romaine, 
CMP, senior meeting planner for NTCA – The Rural Broad-
band Association. 

Is Romaine concerned about organizing and promoting a mul-
tiday event at a convention hotel property that has not yet opened? 

“Not at all, the information, pictures and presentation all provided 
enough insight needed to ensure that this property would be able 

to accommodate our group,” she says. “I 
have used Westins for several other 
meetings and have complete confidence 
in their product. We won’t even be using 
the adjacent Music City Center as the 
entire meeting will be held at The Wes-
tin, and we will use their catering depart-
ment for all of our functions.” 

For Romaine’s group, the location and 
proximity to downtown was her main 
concern when looking at properties in 
Nashville, and the date of her meeting 
(end of 2017) made it less stressful when 
dealing with a property where a site in-

spection was not possible. “A tip that I would share with meeting 
planners is to request the hotel’s food and beverage menus and AV 
pricing as soon as they become available, regardless of how far out 
the meeting is, to review and prepare for meeting budgets. Our 
meeting is not until the end of 2017, so I was not nervous at all 
about the completion time of the hotel.” The new Westin Nashville 
will be an easy walk to the Country Music Hall of Fame and Mu-
seum, the Frist Museum and the music clubs along Broadway.

The 454-room Westin Nashville offers 20,000 sf of meeting 
space. Standing 27 stories, it will have the city’s highest rooftop bar, 
called L27. The venue will provide a rooftop pool deck with seven 

The Marriott Marquis Houston will boast a 
Texas-shaped lazy river when it opens this fall.

A new JW Marriott, scheduled to open in 2018, will be within walking 
distance to Disneyland Resort and the Anaheim Convention Center.

The 454-room 
Westin Nashville, 
located next to 
the Music City 
Center, is slated 
to open this fall.

The Hilton Austin’s new Austin Taco Project concept will debut at the end 
of this year along with newly renovated meeting space, lobby and more.  
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“We utilized the Hyatt 
Regency, the Hilton 
City Center and the 
Wisconsin Center. 
Both properties are 
connected to the 
WC, which made it 
very convenient.”

Darlene Behr  
Chairperson 

25th Gaufest 
Sussex, WI

“(CalABA has) grown 
out of containing 

their conference in a 
traditional hotel, so 

Anaheim was a good fit, 
with the amount of the 

meeting space we needed 
at the Marriott and its 

location adjacent to 
the convention center.”

Kristine Howes  
Senior Conference Planner 
College of Continuing Ed 
Sacramento State
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cabanas available for rent, and will comfortably seat more than 200 
guests when used as a private event venue.

Another Nashville notable is the Omni Nashville Hotel, which 
ranked No. 1 on Cvent’s list of the Top 100 U.S. meeting and 
events hotels in 2016. The three-year-old, 800-room Omni with 
80,000 sf of meeting space sits across from the Music City Center 
and is integrated on three levels with the Country Music Hall of 
Fame and Museum.

Plans for additional convention hotels in Nashville are already 
underway. A 35-story, 532-room JW Marriott hotel tower is expect-
ed to open directly across the street from 
Music City Center in late 2017, and an-
other developer has secured funding for 
a 21-story, 468-room, Marriott-branded 
property that will be constructed just a 
few blocks away. The developer of this 
$137 million property said the hotel 
would be the first in the nation to feature 
three Marriott brands contained in the 
same building, with a rooftop amenity 
deck open to guests of any of the three. 
At press time the brand mix includes a 
204-room AC Hotel, a 126-room Residence Inn by Marriott and a 
125-room SpringHill Suites. The opening date for this property has 
not yet been announced. 

In Orlando, Florida, the Hilton Orlando, connected by a cov-
ered walkway to the Orange County Convention Center (second 
largest convention center in the U.S.), unveiled 11,000 sf of new 
meeting space that includes the Key Largo and Key West meet-
ing rooms, prefunction space and an additional registration desk. 
The expansion means that these meeting rooms now can be di-
vided into up to eight total meeting rooms adjacent to the exist-
ing 15,000-sf Florida Ballroom. Only steps away from the 50,000-sf 
outdoor Promenade, the newly expanded area is a multifunctional 
space ideal for small or large events and meetings.

With new upgrades to the hotel’s Wi-Fi technology, the Hilton 
Orlando serves up high-density internet service throughout all 
meeting spaces, public areas and the 1,470 guest rooms and suites. 

The Orlando area thrives on medical conventions, and many of 
them are quite large. The American Association of Orthodontists 
was held at the Orange County Convention Center from April 30 
to May 3 and drew 16,000 attendees, resulting in a $31.5 million 
economic impact. 

Even local association planners like to stay in Orlando and 
use some of the convention properties for their events. “We are 
located in Orlando, and two of our annual meetings take place in 
the city. I like to familiarize myself with as many properties as pos-
sible and was excited to receive an invitation for a site visit to the 
Hilton Orlando,” says Melissa Keahey, FSAE, director of meetings 
and events at the Orlando-based Emergency Medicine Learning & 
Resource Center, home of the Florida College of Emergency Physi-
cians and the Florida Emergency Medicine Foundation. “During 
my site visit the reveal of the new Key Largo and Key West meeting 
rooms was shown to me and I was very impressed. The transition 
from the existing space into the new space was seamless and I was 
unable to distinguish between the two. It is very important that the 
‘new does not outshine the old’ as most of my meetings and events 
would require overflow into other space. The new meeting space 
has its own dedicated prefunction space and registration desk. At-
tendees appreciate easy access to registration, refreshment breaks 

and conference staff. Restrooms are also 
conveniently located. This keeps attend-
ees in the meeting area and helps avoid 
confusion, making my job easier!” 

While some meeting planners may 
book a recently renovated convention 
hotel without doing a site visit, Keahey 
feels that her visit to the Hilton Orlando 
really helped her develop an affinity for 
the property and the staff. “I look for 
properties where I feel a connection 
with staff, and begin to develop an in-

stant relationship,” says Keahey. “These are the people that will 
help me put out fires and ‘save the world’ during inevitable onsite 
complications. We need to be able to smile through the stress and 
get the job done together! I want this to also be important to the 
hotel/resort.”

The new Hilton West Palm Beach, in West Palm Beach, Flori-
da, became the only hotel in South Florida to be directly connect-
ed to a convention center when it opened in January. Hilton guests 
enjoy easy access to the 350,000-sf Palm Beach County Conven-
tion Center via an enclosed walkway. The hotel offers 24,000 sf of 
meeting and event space as well as two outdoor event lawns. The 
Hilton West Palm Beach is the final piece in the CityPlace master 
plan, which brought West Palm into a new age, offering a mix of 
more than 80 national stores, specialty shops, restaurants and en-
tertainment venues. The Kravis Center for the Performing Arts is 
across the street, and nearby are the restaurants and nightlife of 

Clematis Street, the Intracoast-
al waterfront and the Norton 
Museum of Art.

Noteworthy in Louisville, 
Kentucky, is the new-build 
Omni Louisville Hotel, which 
broke ground earlier this year. 
The 612-room hotel, which is set 
to open in 2018, is located one 
block from the 300,000-sf Ken-

tucky International Convention Center. Omni Louisville Hotel will 
have 70,000 sf of flexible meeting and event space.

EAST 
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, will host the 2016 Democratic Na-

tional Convention at the Wells Fargo Arena, just south of downtown, 
with some events at Pennsylvania Convention Center in city center, 
from July 25–28. At Loews Philadelphia Hotel, a three-minute walk 
from the Pennsylvania Convention Center, a $25 million renovation 
project was completed last year that included upgraded technology, 
enhanced guest rooms, new meeting spaces, an expanded lobby 
lounge and the debut of Bank & Bourbon restaurant. The property 
completed renovations to all ballroom spaces and suites in January. 

Once known as the historic Philadelphia Saving Fund Society 
building (PSFS), the Loews Philadelphia Hotel has restyled guest 
rooms, and has added five new meeting rooms that can accommo-
date smaller groups under 30 people. The new spaces include the 
PSFS Room with panoramic city views from the hotel’s 33rd floor, 
the Library Boardroom located on the exclusive Club Lounge 
level, and the Penn Room, a private meeting room with three 
walls of windows. 

The Pennsylvania Convention Center offers more than 
679,000 sf of exhibit hall space with seven halls and 82 meeting 
rooms, plus the 55,408-sf Terrace Ballroom, the largest ballroom 
in the Northeast. 

In Washington, DC, funding has been approved for a dual-
branded Marriott hotel project being developed across from both 
the existing Marriott Marquis and the Walter E. Washington Con-
vention Center. The two new Marriott hotels, a 357-room Court-
yard and a 147-room Residence Inn, will be housed within one 
building. The Marriott Marquis, a four-star luxury hotel, is con-
nected to the convention center via an underground tunnel, and 
won the 2014 Development of the Year award at The Americas 
Lodging Investment Summit. The three hotels together will pro-
vide a total of 1,600 Marriott guest rooms just steps from the  con-
vention center. AC&F

Omni Louisville Hotel, opening in 
2018, is one block from the 
Kentucky International 
Convention Center. 

The recently renovated Loews 
Philadelphia Hotel is a quick walk 
from the convention center.
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“I have used Westins for 
several other meetings 
and have complete 
confidence in their 
product. We won’t even 
be using the adjacent 
Music City Center as 
the entire meeting 
will be held at The 
Westin (Nashville).”

Laura Romaine, CMP  
Senior Meeting Planner 

NTCA – The Rural Broadband 
Association 

Arlington, VA
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cap·i·tal [kap-i-tl]: defined as excellent,
first class or of the very best kind 

Delivering superior service and some
of the best views Austin has to offer.

Modern, millennial luxury.
Designed for today’s traveler. 
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By Sophia Bennett

From Interactive Beacons to Virtual Booth 
Assistants, Associations Seek New Ways 
to Deliver a Better Experience

Cutting-Edge Tech Tools 
for Attendee Engagement

In 2010, the Chicago-based HIMSS (the 
Healthcare Information and Management 
Systems Society) used a hologram at their 

annual convention. A technology company 
created an image of a well-known staff per-
son giving directions regarding registration, 
explains Elli Riley, CEM, senior director of 
exhibits and meeting services. The hologram 
was positioned near the building’s entrance. 

“It was a very funny experience,” Riley says. “Attendees were 
looking around the ceiling to see where the image was coming 
from, and looking behind it. But a lot of people did stand there 
and listen to her because it was such a unique experience.” 

Holograms are still expensive, so don’t expect to see them 
popping up everywhere (at least not for the next five or 10 years). 

“There will be some future in these fantastic things like holograms, 
but people’s expectations is how you can provide a better experi-
ence for them,” says Reggie Henry, CAE, chief information officer 
at ASAE: The Center for Association Leadership in Washington, 
DC. “That’s what I see people focusing on the most right now.” 

If the right technology is implemented in the correct way, it 
can go a long way toward improving the experience of attend-
ees, exhibitors, even the association planning the event. It’s 
helpful for people of all ages, but there is one group it appeals to 
more than others. 

“Millennials have never really had the experience of sitting in 
a large classroom for days on end to learn,” says Tristan Gorrin-
do, MD, director of education for the Arlington, Virginia-based 
American Psychiatric Association. “The idea of people learning 
from a podium is totally inconsistent to their experience to date. 
Associations have to change if they want to continue to engage 
those learners. There’s going to be this big push toward teaching 
in a different way, but there’s going to be great technology that’s 

going to pull us forward as well.” 
Key considerations with new technology are to use it not 

for its “wow” value but for its teaching value; to get 
buy-in from the presenters who will be using it 

before the event starts; to provide them with 
plenty of support while they’re using it; and to 
understand the needs of the audience before 
settling on the best technology to meet those 

needs. It’s also important to keep attendee pri-
vacy in mind when implementing technologies 

that track and share personal information. 

BEACONS 
A few years ago radio-frequency identification 

(RFID) was all the rage. Many associations are now 
switching to beacons. 

The benefit of beacons is that they’re interac-
tive. They allow users to access information elec-
tronically when they want it (as an RFID device 
would), but they also allow meeting planners to 
push messages out to people. Push-messaging is 
an extremely powerful way to customize each at-
tendee’s experience, says David Ely, head of sales 
and marketing for TurnoutNow, a cloud-based 
data analytics technology company. 

“If we can see what people are doing in real 

time, we can suggest back to the attendees, ‘Based on your current 
activity, you might want to go to these 10 exhibitors, attend these 
10 upcoming sessions and introduce yourself to these 10 people 
who are doing something similar,’ ” he says. 

When beacon technology was first applied at meetings, cell-
phones were the beacons. The problem was that the constant com-
munication between phones and receivers wore down attendees’ 
cellphone batteries. ASAE has moved to standalone hardware. 

“They’re small things, about the size of a quarter, that can be put 
anywhere, including on the back of a badge,” Henry says. 

The data collected at a recent event was used a number of dif-
ferent ways, Henry reports. “We were able to get a heat map of 
where people were in the exhibit hall,” he says. “If we recognized 
there was no traffic in a certain area, we were able to put a boost 
station there. On day two there were a fair number of people go-

ASAE CIO Reggie Henry, CAE, interacts 
with a virtual booth attendant 

at a technology conference.
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TurnoutNow’s dashboard displays analytics on booth traffic generated from beacons.
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With beacon 
technology, “We 

knew down to the 
booth level how many 
visitors they got, how 
many unique visitors 
they had, the average 

stay time, even who 
those attendees were.”

Reggie Henry, CAE  
CIO 
ASAE 
Washington, DC
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ing there. We knew down to the booth level how many visitors 
they got, how many unique visitors they had, the average stay time, 
even who those attendees were.”

That information is very valuable to exhibitors, Ely says. If a 
company can see that they did well at the event, the association 
can pitch them on buying a bigger booth the following year. On 
the other hand, if the company can see that people within their 
target market were walking by the booth and skipping it, they can 
think about ways to offer more 
value the following year. 

Beacons also provide sev-
eral direct benefits to attendees. 

“If there are beacons in every 
classroom, you can see when 
the room is full, so you can ad-
just air conditioning before it 
gets hot,” Henry says. Beacons 
allow people seeking CEUs 
or CECs to prove that they at-
tended a particular session and 
stayed the entire time.  

One of the most valuable 
parts of any event is network-
ing. Beacon apps can be used to 
arrange meeting times and lo-
cations between attendees with 
similar interests. In some cases, apps can tell an attendee where a 
person they want to meet is standing.

Most people appreciate the  benefits of beacon technology, but 
allowing attendees to opt out of it will allay concerns about privacy. 

APPS
Cellphone apps have an important role to play at meetings. 

ASAE worked with Conferences.io to develop an app called Ex-
perience Guru. If people opt in to the service, the app checks in 
with them via text message during the event to make sure things 
are going well. For example, the app may inquire if their flight got 
in on time, if their hotel room is comfortable, and if the confer-

ence registration process went smoothly. Attendees text back a 
thumbs up, neutral sign or thumbs down. 

The minute somebody gives a negative reply, ASAE’s team can 
respond. “If someone had a bad experience with their flight and 
they let us know, there may be cookies and milk waiting for them 
when they get to the hotel,” Henry says. If someone gets poor ser-
vice at the registration table, someone will find them and ask what 
would have made the experience better. 

“The idea is to have a way for people to tell you before the ex-
perience is over that something isn’t working well,” Henry says. By 
responding to people’s complaints in real time, ASAE can provide 
a much higher level of service. That means a much higher level of 
satisfaction with the event. 

AUDIENCE RESPONSE SYSTEMS 
Gorrindo with the American Psychiatric Association is a 

proponent of audience response systems (ARS) for voting and 
audience participation when they’re an enhancement to learn-
ing. “Sometimes people will think, ‘We’ll use the clickers or the 
phones to do audience response’ when raising your hand may be 

just as good,” he says. “What’s 
the value add? That’s what I al-
ways ask myself.” 

He’s found ARS to be highly 
beneficial when discussing 
subjects where attendees may 
be self-conscious about raising 
their hands. He gives presenta-
tions on ethics at many events, 
and he finds that anonymity 
leads to higher and more hon-
est participation. With ARS, 
instructors find they get great 
questions and comments that 
sometimes take their sessions 
in new, exciting directions. 

“Going in, the faculty were 
a little bit skeptical,” Gorrindo 

says. “Most of them hadn’t taught using this technology before. 
But many of the faculty shared with me how surprised they were 
that the engagement was richer. They were worried the screens 
would be distracting and take away from engagement, but they 
led to really good interaction. Our faculty became our biggest 
champion to expand the use of this technology.”  

Gorrindo says associations thinking about using similar pre-
sentation technology should identify faculty willing to try it early 
on, and give them lots of support before and during the meet-
ing. “We did webinars with people ahead of time to let them see 
and play with the technology,” he says. “The first time they used 
it, we had someone from the staff on hand to back them up. You 

don’t want a faulty member to get halfway into their presenta-
tion and get overwhelmed and say, ‘Oh, forget it, we’re not using 
the technology.’ 

“We also give them permission and reassurance that if it doesn’t 
go OK, that’s fine,” he says. “It’s not always going to work 100 per-
cent. People will still have great experience.”

ELECTRONIC SIGN BOARDS 
HIMSS uses televisions instead of the printed reader boards 

next to meeting rooms to inform attendees what is happening in 
the space. One of the benefits is that if a meeting room changes, 
the sign can be revised from a central location. Attendees can use 

a QR code on these digital displays to have an electronic copy of 
the speaker’s handouts sent to their tablet or smartphone. This 
allows them to take notes right on the handout and email them-
selves a copy of it when they’re done. 

Riley says HIMSS frequently utilizes the new electronic sign 
boards at convention centers around the country. The boards can 
be customized every day to show changes in the program, pro-
mote high-profile events, and share sponsor ads. 

The important thing with sign boards is to keep the content 

fresh, she says. Change the messaging every day. Use data from 
beacons or other resources to highlight hot spots. This will gener-
ate more buzz about what’s happening at the event.

Sign boards can be another way to push relevant notifications 
to attendees. Ely with TurnoutNow calls this crowd shaping or 
experience shaping. 

“Everywhere the attendee goes, they feel like the event is cus-
tomized to them,” he says. “It makes the event really personal. At-
tendees feel like you really know what they want.” 

TOUCH SCREENS
Interactive screens are increasingly used at conventions and 

meetings. HIMSS uses tables with touch screens to encourage at-
tendees to take surveys or engage in fun activities such as quizzes 
and games. They put the tables in the cellphone charging areas, 
which also double as networking centers, and they find the touch 
screens increase the networking value. Attendees tend to discuss 
quiz questions and survey questions rather than drawing inward 
to answer emails or texts.  

HIMSS also uses touch screens in the exhibit hall to provide 
attendees a more museum-like experience. When an individual 
enters a certain area of the hall, a screen explains what and who is 
in the exhibit. Attendees can research companies, download their 
materials and watch success stories before they talk to vendors. 

“That way they don’t feel like they’re walking into a booth and 
being bombarded by exhibitors,” Riley says. “They can hang back 
and use the technology to figure out what they want to see.” 

VIRTUAL/AUGMENTED REALITY 
Sean P. Feehan, vice president of operations and global busi-

ness development for GWF Associates in Tinton Falls, New Jer-
sey, says he sees big potential for virtual and augmented reality at 
meetings. Many corporations are already providing 3-D and 4-D 
experiences to attendees. (“The fourth dimension can mean the 
addition of motion or effects like wind and water,” he says.) 

“We’ve been doing it for a long time, but now we’re see-
ing it become even more popular in the meeting and event 
space,” Feehan says.

There are still barriers to providing 3-D and 4-D experiences. 

Beacons can be attached to the back of an attendee’s badge. A beacon app 
then allows attendees to “push” and receive messages and information.

HIMSS uses electronic sign boards to continually update convention 
attendees on program changes, promote events and share sponsor ads.
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“You need to understand 
what makes their 
experience exciting. A 
doctor is going to feel 
very different about 
some of the technology 
than an IT person and a 
millennial. Experiment 
with it. Start out slow.”

Elli Riley, CEM  
Senior Director Exhibits and 

Meeting Services 
HIMSS North America 

Chicago, IL

“Everywhere the 
attendee goes, they 

feel like the event is 
customized to them. It 
makes the event really 

personal. Attendees 
feel like you really 

know what they want.”

David Ely  
Head of Sales & Marketing 
TurnoutNow 
Lancaster, PA

“People are completely 
OK with photographers 
walking around, 
but as soon as they 
see a drone in the 
air, there’s this big 
brother feel to it.”

Sean P. Feehan  
V.P. Operations and 

Global Business Development 
GWF Associates LLC 

Tinton Falls, NJ
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“With the 4-D technology, you really have to have systems built 
into the environment,” Henry points out. “It does speak to what 
we might see at destination centers and convention centers in the 
future. Right now it’s too expensive.” 

But new virtual and augmented reality devices are coming 
online all the time. Samsung put out its Gear VR headset, which 
delivers virtual reality experiences via a smartphone, in 2015. 
Facebook-owned Oculus released its highly anticipated Rift 
headset earlier this year. While the devices are still prohibitively 
expensive for most associations, they’ll get more affordable as the 
field expands. 

Microsoft is working on a product it calls the Hololens, which 
it bills as embracing both virtual and augmented reality. When 
you wear it, you can see holograms that aren’t visible to the naked 
eye. “You look around the world and see things pop out intui-
tively,” Feehan says. “There’s no more looking for a QR code. All 
users have to do is look around a room to see content custom-
ized to them.” 

Watch for big increases in the use of virtual and augment-
ed reality technologies like these in the next three to four 
years, Feehan says. 

ROBOTS AND VIRTUAL BOOTH ATTENDANTS 
“The next big thing we’re starting to see is more and more uses 

of robotics,” Feehan says. Picture animatronic mannequins that 
tell stories and deliver brand messages, or robots that can share 
information and answer questions in a one-on-one setting. 

Virtual booth attendants are a similar technology. Henry de-

scribes them as plastic figurines that display a person’s image and 
share prerecorded information with attendees. “If you were stand-
ing four feet away you would not know it’s not a person,” he says. 

Companies can use recorded images of celebrities or well-
known figures in an industry to attract even more people to the 
booth. Feehan points out that these virtual booth attendants are 
a way to solve the age-old problem of needing one person in two 
(or more) places at the same time.

DRONES
Unmanned aerial vehicles, also known as UAVs or drones, 

aren’t showing up at many events yet. Feehan thinks drones have 
a place, but there are still a few barriers to their widespread use. 
Operators are working through safety concerns, and meeting 
planners are working through attendee concerns about privacy. 

“People are completely OK with photographers walking around, 

but as soon as they see a drone in the air, there’s this big brother 
feel to it,” Feehan says. Once those issues are resolved, expect to 
see drones flying over event facilities on a regular basis.   

These and other technologies have so much potential to im-
prove user and vendor experiences that it can be hard not to go 
out and jump at the latest and greatest thing. There’s something 
to be said for letting others try out new technology and work out 
the kinks and best practices before investing in it. 

The other critical thing to consider when implementing new 
technologies at a convention or meeting is the audience. Ri-
ley with HIMSS says her association has tried many things that 
flopped because they didn’t think about users first. 

“You need to understand what makes their experience exciting,” 
she says. “A doctor is going to feel very different about some of the 
technology than an IT person and a millennial. Experiment with 
it. Start out slow.” AC&F  

Augmented reality: “We’re seeing it become even more popular in the 
meeting and event space,” says Sean Feehan of GWF Associates.

Keep your eyes on the sky — drones may become a common sight at 
conventions in the near future. 

Virtual reality experiences, while too expensive for most assocations to 
incorporate now, will become more common in the next three to four years.  
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Orlando is the No. 1 U.S. destination for meetings and 
conventions according to Cvent, and with good reason. 
Orlando is known across the country and the world. It 

tends to boost attendance, a critical asset for planners who depend 
on solid attendee numbers to meet the financial requirements of 
their meetings. It has the second largest convention center in the 
country and plenty of hotels and accommodations for large con-
ventions. Airlift is excellent not only throughout the United States 
but also from multiple foreign destinations. It’s the go-to spot for 
conventions at which families tag along. And it offers wildly suc-
cessful entertainment options downtown and in its multiple theme 
parks, which also are known across the globe.

Here’s how George Aguel, president and CEO of Visit Orlando, 
the city’s convention and visitors bureau, puts it: “Orlando is one 
of the top destinations for association meetings in the world. The 

associations market is very important to Orlando because of the 
diversity of attendees it brings to our community and opportunity 
to spread the visitation to our broad membership of theme parks, 
hotels, restaurants and entertainment establishments.

“We also have an incredible portfolio of convention hotels that fit 
a wide variety of budgets,” he continues. “And, as far as accessibility, 
Orlando International offers more flights with more seats to more 
U.S. destinations than any other airport in Florida. It’s affordable, 
too, with Orlando airfares ranking fourth lowest among the 50 larg-
est U.S. airport.

“We also have a wide variety of activities for groups. One of the 
things groups of all sizes really enjoy is the ability to hold a special 
event in one of our theme parks, which makes Orlando different 
than most other destinations. When a group experiences this ac-
tivity, there is a wow factor for attendees few others can duplicate.

“Even if an association has been to Orlando before, there have 

been so many changes, including new restaurants, additions to 
our theme parks and increased level of special activity. Associa-
tion planners will be amazed at all the new opportunities for their 
attendees before, during and after the conference that guarantee 
increased attendance,” says Aguel.

What’s more, the city of Orlando has recently shown its strength 
and resilience, coming together as never before in the wake of 
the tragic events of mid-June when 49 people were killed and 53 
wounded at an Orlando nightclub. According to Aguel, there have 
not been any significant indications of travelers, groups or conven-
tions changing their plans since the news of the tragedy reverber-
ated around the world.

Visit Orlando, which has coordinated communications efforts to 
keep the tourism industry’s message points consistent, prepared a 
reassuring video that includes touching messages such as this affir-
mation from the host of “The Tonight Show Starring Jimmy Fallon.”

Fallon said, “When I think of Orlando, I think of nothing but fun 
and joy and families — and if anyone can do it, you can. Keep on 
loving each other, keep respecting each other and keep on dancing.”

For the latest information on Orlando, go to visitorlando.com 
and orlandomeeting.com.

MORE THAN THEME PARKS
But it cannot be emphasized enough that Orlando is more than 

its theme parks. When Pamela S. Dallstream, CMP, CMM, direc-
tor of education for the Society of Critical Care Medicine (SCCM), 
which is located in Mt. Prospect, Illinois, brought in nearly 6,000 
attendees for the group’s 45th Critical Care Congress in February 
2016, there were no official functions in a theme park.

“Don’t assume that Orlando is only about the theme parks,” Dall-
stream says. “The meeting facilities at the convention center and 
hotels are very business oriented. That should be highlighted when 
advertising meetings in Orlando, even knowing that meeting at-
tendees will bring their families to enjoy the fun theme parks.”

What Orlando did offer the critical care community was some-
thing even more important. “The co-chairs of the 45th Critical 
Care Congress noted that Orlando is synonymous with imagina-
tion and a view toward the future,” Dallstream says, “so it was an 
excellent location for the meeting, which highlighted technology 
for critical care and education.”

And attendance was definitely on the upswing. Dallstream says 
that professional attendance at the meeting — physicians, nurses, 
pharmacists, etc. — increased from 4,413 in 2015 to 4,671 in 2016, 
and in fact, was the largest number of professional registrants in 
the 45 years of SCCM Congress meetings.

“So yes,” she says, “Orlando helped increase our attendance.” 
And that is something many other groups have found as well.

Hyatt Regency Orlando was the headquarters hotel, and the 
Orange County Convention Center, right across the street, was 
the base for meetings. Though the convention center is an expan-
sive 7 million sf across two buildings, Dallstream and her group 
found a way to create easy access between sessions. “All educa-
tional sessions and committee meetings were held at the conven-
tion center,” she says. “SCCM Congress attendees appreciated our 
meeting space being centrally located in the center; we used halls 
and meeting space in the center of the building, making for easier 

The No. 1 Destination for Meetings & Conventions 
Is an Attendance-Boosting Powerhouse

Orlando

Mango’s Tropical Café 
Orlando is a vibrant dining 

and nightlife destination 
for parties of up to 2,000.

By Christine Loomis

The new Tangerine Ballroom at the Orange County Convention Center.
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“Association planners 
will be amazed at all 

the new opportunities 
for their attendees 
before, during and 

after the conference 
that guarantee 

increased attendance.”
George Aguel 
President and CEO 
Visit Orlando 
Orlando, FL
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and quicker access between meetings since the space was not too 
spread out across the building.”

Some events were located at the Hyatt as well, which Dall-
stream says has an amply supply of meeting space to accommo-
date their needs, adding that the hotel staff really helped with that 
part of the Congress. “The convention services staff at the hotel 
offered to assign meeting space for the groups meeting in con-
junction with us since the hotel staff were more familiar with the 
layout of the meeting space than SCCM logistics staff. This saved 
SCCM staff a lot of time!”

In addition, the Visit Orlando staff helped the SCCM staff find 
restaurants for VIP dinners and offered suggestions for overflow 
housing and for vendors for security, registration staff and so on.

However, Dallstream was disappointed that they were not able 
to hold a specific course in Orlando that required a specialized 
medical facility.

“The SCCM holds a course on ECMO (extracorporeal mem-
brane oxygenation) in conjunction with the annual Congress 
and had hoped to place it at a simulation center in Orlando. We 
were not able to find a facility in Orlando so utilized a center 
for advanced medical learning and simulation in Tampa for the 
course, at the end of the Congress. I learned after our meeting 
that there might have been a facility to accommodate us in Or-

lando, at the new medical center. Prior to our return to Or-
lando in 2020, the SCCM logistics staff will further investigate 
these facilities.”

For many groups, a location with easy access to Orlando’s 
various theme parks is a big draw, even if it is not the only one. 
Cynthia Keeler is the conference logistics chair for the April 
2017 annual conference of the Association for Applied and 
Therapeutic Humor based in Winter Park, Florida. She has 
organized several national and international conventions in 
Orlando and believes the destination sells itself on many lev-
els. “Orlando is always a good fit for a conference thanks to an 
efficient international airport, fabulous weather and beautiful 
natural surroundings and attractions,” she says.

COMBINE WORK AND PLEASURE
But theme parks matter, too. Keeler puts a high value on Or-

lando’s “fun manmade attractions, such as Walt Disney World, 
SeaWorld and Universal Studios.” And, she adds, “Orlando offers 
hundreds of quality hotels to choose from in all price ranges that 
are convenient to surrounding attractions. It’s also a perfect place 
to combine work and pleasure with your family.”

Keeler, who also is the owner of Conus Keeler Productions Inc., 
says a location with easy access to the Disney Springs area was im-
portant for the conference.

“Location was the No. 1 reason we considered the Holiday Inn 
Orlando-Disney Springs Area as our choice,” she says. “We want 
our attendees to have easy access to Disney’s Saratoga Springs 
Resort and other tourist options. Secondly, the Holiday Inn staff 

“had me at ‘Hello.’ ” Veronica Blanco and Kirk Whalen did an excel-
lent job presenting the hotel and its amenities. They quickly un-
derstood our group and its needs, budget and mission, and they 
embraced our fun and therapeutic premise at a price that would 
be attractive to our attendees.”

In addition to the lodging being walking distance from 
Downtown Disney and Disney’s Saratoga Springs Resort & Spa, 
other criteria for the lodging location included complimenta-
ry shuttles to all Walt Disney World theme parks and access to 
golf, among others.

The meeting space at the Holiday Inn also is a good fit for the 
expected group of 350. “I especially like the coziness and layout of 
the meeting space,” Keeler says. “As a group, we like to be in close 
proximity as we change out of workshops and presentations. A lot 
of relationship-building and meaningful exchanges can happen 
during these times. At some of the larger conference centers where 
meeting rooms are spread out, attendees can get lost in the shuffle.”

Keeler calls the Holiday Inn staff very friendly, helpful and will-
ing to work with clients to ensure a successful event. “We also love 
the upgraded views, complimentary internet, and the in-room cof-
fee, mini-fridge and microwave that Holiday Inn supplies,” she adds.

ORLANDO BOOSTS 
ATTENDANCE

Keeler is a planner whose 
experience has shown her 
that Orlando is a city that ab-
solutely increases attendance. 

“Whenever we are in Orlando, 
our attendance is the highest,” 
she says. “And that has been 
my personal experience as I 
produced the World Clown 
Association Convention sev-

eral times in the past, as well as the Face and Body Art Convention 
for seven years.”

And though she acknowledges that Orlando and Las Vegas of-
ten go back and forth as the top U.S. meeting destination, she says 
Orlando offers much that Las Vegas cannot. “Orlando has a family-
oriented environment and something for everyone, which Las Ve-
gas really does not.”

For planners and associations considering meeting in Orlando, 
Keeler has these words of advice: “Stay as close to the attractions as 
you can and utilize their draw. Luckily, the attractions are spread 
out a bit, so you have a plethora of great hotel options to fit your 

organizational requirements and 
budget. For the Association for 
Applied and Therapeutic Humor, 
the Holiday Inn Orlando-Dis-
ney Springs Area in Lake Buena 
Vista met ours.”

THERE’S ALWAYS 
SOMETHING NEW

The Orange County Con-
vention Center’s (OCCC) ambi-
tious capital improvement plan 
represents the largest renova-

9 Ways Orlando Saves Association Planners Time & Money
1. With more than 118,000 rooms across 450 hotels, there are budget-friendly accommodations to fit any budget — and 

we’re speaking literally.

2. In terms of accommodations and dining, Orlando often has lower rates than comparable cities across North America. 
The Orlando hotel tax, for example, is about 6 percent, while Las Vegas, New Orleans, San Francisco, New York City and 
Chicago range between 12 and more than 17 percent.

3. The Orange County Convention Center (OCCC) offers one-stop shopping for even the largest groups — no need to 
book multiple venues or provide transportation between them. OCCC’s mega meeting space includes 7 million sf 
encompassing a 62,182-sf ballroom, 74 meeting rooms, two 92,000-sf general assembly spaces and 2.1 million sf of 
exhibition space. And in addition to having received LEED Gold EBOM certification in 2013, the center now gets 12 
percent of its energy from a new solar system.

4. Orlando airfares are among the lowest of the nation’s 50 largest airports. 

5. Orlando International Airport offers nonstop service from more than 100 domestic and international cities, making it 
not only more affordable but also easier to bring attendees in from foreign destinations. 

6. Meetings in Orlando boost attendance, a financial positive for planners. 

7. Orlando has high walkability. Accommodations within the city’s multiple theme parks or in the International Drive area 
give attendees access to meeting, dining and entertainment venues within walking distance — good news for planners’ 
budgets. The convention center itself is walking distance to more than 40 restaurants and entertainment options.

8. When you can’t walk, free shuttle service within the theme parks as well as the low-fee I-Ride Trolley in the 
International Drive district gives planners a break on transportation costs. The trolley also discounts its already low-cost 
tickets for groups of 100 or more.

9. There’s no need to pay to bring in outside entertainment or even to spend time trying to find inspirational settings 
and speakers. Orlando is an epicenter of inspiration, with some of the most creative and engaging entertainers and 
entertainment options already onsite.   — CL

A rendering of Loews Sapphire Falls Resort, the fifth onsite hotel at 
Universal Orlando Resort, which is set to open July 14. 

Cr
ed

it:
 W

al
t D

isn
ey

 W
or

ld
 R

es
or

t

Cr
ed

it:
 U

ni
ve

rs
al

 O
rla

nd
o 

Re
so

rt
A guided tour at the Boathouse restaurant at Disney Springs.

Universal’s Volcano Bay, an all-new, adventure-drenched water theme park, 
is expected to open next year. 
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“Don’t assume that Orlando 
is only about the theme 
parks. The meeting 
facilities at the convention 
center and hotels are very 
business oriented. That 
should be highlighted 
when advertising 
meetings in Orlando, even 
knowing that meeting 
attendees will bring their 
families to enjoy the fun.”

Pamela S. Dallstream, CMP, CMM 
Director of Education 

Society of Critical Care Medicine 
Mt. Prospect, IL
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tion project in the venue’s history. Here is an update of various 
projects underway.
• The International Drive Pedestrian Bridge, which connects the 

Hyatt Regency hotel to the West Building of the OCCC, will 
be the fifth bridge to connect nearby hotels.

• The Destination Lounge will be a state-of-the-art gathering 
area complete with a video 
wall, LED systems, lighting to 
support corporate branding, 
and displays and artwork.

• The 62,182-sf Valencia 
Ballroom makeover is well 
underway and is expected to 
be completed this fall.

• The OCCC soon will have the 
ability to serve edibles grown 
on-property in an all-natural, 
chemical-free environment. 
An aeroponic structure will 
be installed in the Westwood 
Lobby ready to foster herbs, 
edible flowers and vegetables 
(tomatoes, peppers, and 
squash) for onsite banquets.
Rooms at the new Loews Sap-

phire Falls Resort, the fifth onsite 
hotel at Universal Orlando Resort, 
are available for booking as of July 
14. The resort, built around a 16,000-sf pool and towering waterfall, 
features 1,000 rooms and 115,000 sf of meeting space. The resort 
will connect to the 1,000-room Loews Royal Pacific Resort, which 
recently expanded its meeting space to 132,000 sf.

At Universal’s Islands of Adventure this summer, “Skull Island: 
Reign of Kong” will honor that most tragic of movie beasts, King 
Kong. Guests step into massive off-road vehicles as they set out to 
explore ancient temples, encountering hostile natives and other ter-
rors along the journey.

Universal’s Volcano Bay, an all-new water theme park open-
ing next year at Universal Orlando Resort, spans 28 immersive 
acres across four imaginatively themed areas. The park will 
offer 18 unique attractions, including a multidirectional wave 
pool with sandy beaches, a peaceful winding river, twisting 
multirider raft rides and speeding body slides.

New shops and restaurants seem to open daily at Disney 
Springs. STK, the new steakhouse, had its grand debut at the 
end of May. A great buyout option for groups, the restaurant 
overlooks the new Town Center. The Edison centers on a 
1920s-era electric company with live entertainment and classic 
American fare, while Frontera Fresco, a creation of celebrity 
chef Rick Bayless, is all about authentic Mexican cuisine.

At SeaWorld Orlando, thrill-seeking attendees should 
check out Mako, a 200-foot-tall coaster named for one of the 
fastest sharks in the ocean. It’s slated to be the tallest, fastest and 
longest roller coaster in Orlando, with speeds reaching 73 mph 
along its 4,760 feet of steel track.

New this year at I-Drive 360 in the convention district 
are Mango’s Tropical Café 
Orlando, a nightlife-enter-
tainment destination; Del 
Frisco’s Double Eagle Steak 
House with five private din-
ing rooms; Lafayette’s Mu-
sic Room; and Itta Bena Or-
lando fine dining and piano 
club at Pointe Orlando.

Downtown Orlando’s 
recently completed $207 
mil lion, 60,000-seat Camp-
ing World Stadium offers 
something new for meet-
ing professionals and their 
groups. It includes three 
high-definition video boards, 
suite seating and a 20,000-sf 
deck overlooking the north 
end zone. In June, NFL and 
Orlando officials announced 
that the NFL Pro Bowl 

will be moving from Hawaii to the Camping World Stadium 
for the next few years, giving planners a chance to wow their 
groups and VIPs with access to a game starring the best players 
in the league.

What’s new, of course, is often the “wow” that everyone is 
looking for. But truthfully what Orlando has had for years is 
already out of the park in terms of inspiring and engaging at-
tendees. What’s new is just icing on a cake that has long been 
the sweet spot for successful meetings of all kinds. AC&F

Orlando will host the 2017 Pro Bowl at Camping World Stadium. (L to r) 
Roman Oben, NFL director of youth football; Peter Kacheris, Visit Orlando 
board chair and managing director of Waldorf Astoria and Hilton Orlando 
Bonnet Creek; Peter O’Reilly, NFL senior vice president of events; and 
George Aguel, Visit Orlando president and CEO, at the announcement. 
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“Orlando is always 
a good fit for a 
conference thanks 
to an efficient 
international airport, 
fabulous weather 
and beautiful natural 
surroundings and 
attractions.”

Cynthia Keeler 
Conference Logistics Chair 

Association for Applied and 
Therapeutic Humor 

Winter Park, FL
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FOLLOW OUR PROGRESS 
Get a first look at  
www.occc.net 

OrangeCounty 
ConventionCenter

@OCCC

Call the Exhibitor 
Services Team at  
407-685-9824

Orange County Convention Center

Orlando s‘

Experience the New Orange
The award-winning Orange County Convention Center, 

located in the heart of the Convention District, provides a 

multitude of flexible meeting possibilities in two beautiful 

buildings – the West and the North/South.  The Convention 

Center’s professional and experienced Exhibitor Services 

Team is ready to assist you by providing information on all 

of our available services. 

SUNBURST ROOM & TERRACE

The Sunburst Meeting Rooms 
and Terrace, deliver a unique and 
beautiful open air atmosphere 
with a spectacular view of the 
city.  Whether you are planning a 
special event for 40 or 400, this 
versatile and flexible space will 
bring ‘Florida’ into your meeting 
or function.

DESTINATION LOUNGES

Coming soon! Our all-
new Destination Lounge.  
Designed for a high tech, 
flexible contemporary and 
sophisticated networking 
lounge designed with 
comfortable seating for 
small groups, individuals or 
private events. 

www.experiencetheneworange.com

TANGERINE BALLROOM

A multi-purpose carpeted 
ballroom that can be used for 
exhibits, small and large formal 
functions and general sessions.  
Create a unique look with the 
wave-like translucent panels, 
backlit with color-changing 
LED lighting.
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Visit KC, Kansas City’s tourism and 
hospitality organization, has named 
Emily Freeman as national accounts 
manager responsible for the Midwest 
market. She was destination sales execu-
tive for the Overland Park Marriott in 
Overland Park, Kansas.

The Greater Madison Convention & 
Visitors Bureau in Madison, Wisconsin, 
has named Murray Ryan as vice president 
of sales. He most recently was director of 
sales for the U.S. association team for the 
Tourism Toronto/Toronto Convention 
and Visitors Association.

Visit Seattle has named Steffan Brown as 
national account director responsible for 

East Coast and international 
clients in the association and 
corporate group markets. 
He was most recently sales 
manager at Hyatt Regency 
Bellevue, Washington.

The Westin Nashville has 
named Dawn Kruis as sales 
manager. She was sales man-
ager and catering manager at 
Millennium Maxwell House 
Hotel in Nashville.

The Louisville Convention  & Visitors 
Bureau has named Regina Rink, CSAE, 
as director of Northeast sales. She 
was  senior account executive at 

the JW Marriott Las 
Vegas Resort & Spa.

Tony Aslanian was named 
director of sales and market-
ing for The Grove Resort & 
Spa in Orlando, Florida. He 
formerly served as director 
of sales, marketing and reve-
nue strategy at Nickelodeon 
Suites Resort in Orlando.

Cat Carter was named complex 
director of sales and marketing at the 
Sheraton Grand Chicago and The Westin 
Chicago River North. She was the direc-
tor of sales and marketing at The Westin 
Georgetown in Washington, DC. AC&F

FREEMAN RYAN BROWN RINK ASLANIAN

CARTER
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ACCEPTING RESERVATIONS NOW: 

855.693.5500
HARDROCKHOTEL.COM/MEETINGS

BUILDING NEW 
EXPERIENCES

THE NEW MEETING AND CONVENTION SPACE AT HARD ROCK HOTEL HAS 

BEEN REVAMPED, REIMAGINED AND REFOCUSED ON MAKING YOUR NEXT 

FUNCTION EXTRAORDINARY.

OPENING
 FALL 2016

110,000 SQ. FT.  
OF MEETING  
AND EVENT SPACE

A

B

C

D

UNIQUE EVENT,  
CONCERT AND  
MEETING SPACES

28 FOOT HIGH  
CEILINGS IN OUR 
ARTIST BALLROOM

STEPS AWAY FROM 
1,500 GUESTS ROOMS 
& SUITES
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Susan A
August 7 at 1:01pm • iOS

All I can say is WOW! The red carpet entrance to our opening reception at 
Disney’s Hollywood Studios set the stage for the whole conference. Then 
a private team event at Epcot shifted everyone’s imagination into high 
gear. And our hotel provided the perfect downtime oasis. Planning an 
#OrlandoMeeting is a breeze! #MyMeetingRocks

Like • Comment • Share

124 Likes

Here, you won’t just attract attendees, you’ll inspire devotees.
For inspiration and planning assistance visit OrlandoMeeting.com
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