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See what we have to off er at DallasDelivers.com

EXPERIENCE

DALLAS 
IN A WHOLE NEW WAY

FOLLOW US ON SOCIAL MEDIA

linkedin.com/company/ 
association-conven-

tions-facilities

@assnconvfac@assnconvfac facebook.com/
AssociationConventionsFacilities

PUBLISHER’SMESSAGE

themeetingmagazines.com4 ASSOCIATION CONVENTIONS & FACILITIESJANUARY 2020

New Year’s Resolutions

A
s we enter the next decade, I hope our resolution for 2020 will resonate 
with our thousands of loyal meeting planner subscribers in our 13th 
year of publishing Association Conventions & Facilities magazine. 
Focusing on your career path, our focus is to continue making a lasting 

impression to help facilitate your meeting planning objectives.
Our business plan has always included preparation for the future, and espe-

cially providing a platform for our subscribers to succeed with their career and 
work objectives whatever that may be. Our team 
of professionals will be focusing on making a last-
ing impact on meeting planners seeking to suc-
cessfully satisfy their objectives.

As we move forward in the next decade and 
beyond, event planners need to focus on attendee 
engagement while catering to multiple gen-
erations. Overall the expectation for increased 
attendance due to a healthy economy is reflected 
in MPI’s “Meetings Outlook 2019” winter edition.

“We’ve got good, steady economic growth 
that is driving meetings, conventions and trade 
shows,” asserts David DuBois president and CEO 

of the International Association of Exhibitions and Events (IAEE).
As we look at the goals we have set for the New Year, it’s time to look back 

and think about why we chose to set these goals. Our intention to have a lasting 
impact in the meetings industry has guided my 45-year business career thus far, 
and as we move forward into 2020, I am focusing my efforts to continue further 
achieving that goal.

There are many ways that can impact a meeting planner or their events. 
Meetings is a people-focused business and most importantly, not to be forgotten, 
meetings mean business!

Happy New Year!

http://www.themeetingmagazines.com/association-conventions-facilities/
https://twitter.com/assnconvfac
https://www.instagram.com/assnconvfac/
https://www.facebook.com/AssociationConventionsFacilities/
https://www.linkedin.com/company/association-conventions-facilities
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NEWS&NOTES

WASHINGTON, DC — Following a competitive bidding process, 
ASAE announces the host cities for the 2022 through 2027 
ASAE Annual Meeting & Exposition. When selecting host cities, 
ASAE takes into consideration the convention center facilities, 

hotel packages, and venue options 
for the evening events. Other fac-
tors include the location, the com-
mitment of the city to deliver new 
experiences for attendees, the 
backing of the local hospitality in-
dustry, city leaders and volunteers, 
in addition to the engagement of 
the city with ASAE. The ASAE An-
nual Meeting & Exposition attracts 
thousands of association execu-

tives and hundreds of exhibitors each year. Commonly known 
as the ‘Super Bowl’ of meetings, the ASAE Annual Meeting & 
Exposition is the flagship education and exposition for asso-
ciations and nonprofit organizations in the United States. The 
upcoming ASAE Annual Meeting & Exposition venues will be a 
mix of cities that have hosted the Annual Meeting previously 
and new destinations.

LAS VEGAS — CEO and developer Derek Stevens announced that 
his highly anticipated, integrated gaming resort has reached the 
halfway mark in its 22-month construction process. On track for 
a December 2020 opening, the project will be the first ground-up 
gaming resort in historic Downtown Las Vegas since 1980. Located 
on the iconic Fremont Street Experience, Circa will honor the time-
less spirit of Las Vegas while leading the charge for a bold new 
era with game-changing offerings. The spectacular 1.25 million-sf, 
777-room property will stand as the tallest structure north of the 
Las Vegas Strip. Merging old-school Las Vegas hospitality with 
cutting-edge design and technology, Circa will feature first-class 
amenities, non-stop entertainment, advanced hotel technology 
and attentive customer service. 

RIO GRANDE, PUERTO RICO — Notably situated 
in Rio Grande, the new Hyatt Regency Grand Re-
serve Puerto Rico has recently opened to reveal a 
sophisticated, oceanfront haven that pulses Carib-
bean confidence on a secluded 72 acres of tropical 
lush gardens. Framed against the backdrop of the 
island’s serene northeast coast and the magnificent 
El Yunque National Forest, the 579-room property 
completed a multimillion-dollar transformation en-
compassing a full resort redesign. Formerly known 
as the Gran Meliá Hotel, Hyatt Regency Grand Re-
serve Puerto Rico is the first entity of RPC Holding’s 
development plans for the 946-acre peninsula, set 
to be renamed as Grand Reserve. Tucked away in 
the pristine tropical paradise of the northeast coast 
of the island, Hyatt Regency Grand Reserve Puerto 
Rico is the closest full-service luxury resort from the 
San Juan International Airport. Beyond redefining 
the resort experience for leisure guests, the prop-
erty applies the same high-touch experience for the 
meetings and events market, with 41,208 sf of total 
function space and state-of-the-art meeting facili-
ties all backed by a dedicated team offering plan-
ners a seamless, high-touch service for themselves 
and their attendees.

Construction for Las Vegas’  
Circa Resort Hits Halfway Mark

Hyatt Regency Grand Reserve 
Puerto Rico Completes Multi-
Million-Dollar Transformation 

SAN JOSE, CA — With more than 4,000 hotel rooms through-
out the city, a world-class, 520,000-sf high-tech convention 
center, and a variety of neighborhoods and experiences to en-
gage any meeting, San Jose offers a variety of old and new 
unique meeting spaces. In addition to managing and operating 
the San Jose McEnery Convention Center, Team San Jose also 
manages several cultural facilities, including four historic the-
aters: San Jose Civic, Center for the Performing Arts, California 
Theatre, and Montgomery Theater — each can host indoor and 
outdoor events, receptions and meetings as well as offer top-
quality entertainment from major performers. A local favorite, 
The Hayes Mansion, provides 33,000 sf of versatile function 
space, including 24 meeting rooms, a 6,600-sf ballroom, large 
outdoor spaces and expansive lawns perfect for team building, 
and craft-able catering. Avaya Stadium, home of Major League 
Soccer’s San Jose’ Earthquakes, is located adjacent to the San 
Jose International Airport. It boasts North America’s largest 
outdoor bar, which can host up to 500 attendees, and can hold 
18,000 while providing a wide variety of flexible meeting and 
event venues amongst its many luxury suites and club seats.

SAN ANTONIO, TX — Hyatt Regency Hill Country Resort and Spa, 
the premier Texas Hill Country resort, will offer a 2020 “Texas 
Two Step” program for meetings. The program includes cus-
tomized experiences as well as cost-saving meeting options so 
groups can enjoy an authentic Hill Country visit. “We are launch-
ing a new meeting offer focusing on team-building experiences 
that groups can only find here in the heart of Texas Hill Country,” 
says John Hernstat, director of Sales and Marketing at Hyatt Re-
gency Hill Country Resort and Spa. “With the ‘Texas Two Step’ 
program, groups can take advantage of our location as a historic 
ranch with modern amenities paired with cost saving options 
in order to enhance their 2020 meetings.” When booking the 
program, depending on group size, planners can choose one or 
two perks. The resort features the 20,200-sf Independence Ball-
room, which is complemented by adjacent pre-function space, 
and a 13,000-sf event lawn, as well as the 13,590-sf Hill Country 
Ballroom, which houses receptions for up to 1,800 guests, and 
also features an adjacent pre-function area and a courtyard deck. 
The resort also offers the Luckenbach Pavilion; the recently reno-
vated R.W. Pavilion; and Blanche’s Sunday House, a freestanding 
retreat for private and VIP functions.

THE WOODLANDS, TX — BENCHMARK will operate the first 
Margaritaville Resort in Texas. The resort will offer an array of 
recreational activities, an 18-hole golf course, and a 3-acre wa-
ter park with a lazy river and outdoor pools. The resort will fea-
ture 72,000 sf of indoor/outdoor IACC approved meeting space 
and can host special events and meetings of every size. The 
Margaritaville Lake Resort, Lake Conroe, will be part of Bench-
mark’s signature brand, Benchmark Resorts & Hotels.

San Jose Offering Surprising 
Options for Meetings of All Types 

Hyatt Regency Hill Country 
Resort and Spa Offers Cost 

Saving Meeting Options

Margaritaville Lake Resort 
Opening Summer 2020

SAN DIEGO, CA — Marriott Marquis San Di-
ego Marina, the West Coast’s premier meet-
ing destination, announces the release of 
an exciting new catering initiative for meet-
ings and events. The property invites plan-
ners to explore events outside of traditional 
meeting rooms for unique programming 

aboard the iconic USS Midway Aircraft Car-
rier and Museum. The program, dubbed 
“Meet Me at the Midway,” is inspired by 
the hotel’s proximity to the USS Midway — 
which operated from 1945 to 1992, making 
it the United States’ longest-serving aircraft 
carrier of the 20th century. “Meet Me at the 

Midway” encourages planners to integrate 
an authentic experience that brings the city 
of San Diego to life. By hosting an event on 
the USS Midway Aircraft Carrier and Mu-
seum with catering services by the Marriott 
Marquis, planners can custom design meet-
ings fueled by fun and creativity.

Marriott Marquis San Diego Marina Launches Themed Event Options

ASAE Names Future Host Cities

ASAE HOST CITIES
2022 Nashville
2023 Atlanta
2024 Cleveland
2025 Los Angeles
2026 Indianapolis
2027 Charlotte

Circa Resort & Casino 
CEO and developer 
Derek Stevens
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Groups CHILL MORE 
 in the SUN CITY
Our team goes the extra mile to make sure your event goes off without a hitch, 
and our 300+ days of sunshine mean there's always something to do after 
your event. Come see how El Paso helps you get more out of Texas. 

   •  Reduced F&B, hotel and convention center costs 
   •  Revitalized, walkable city center 
   •  New hotels doubling our rooms Downtown 

CONTACT BROOKE UNDERWOOD: 

BUNDERWOOD@DESTINATIONELPASO.COM

915.534.0692International Bar
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EXPO! EXPO!
IAEE 2019

Photos courtesy IAEE Expo! Expo! 2019/Oscar & Associates

Mandalay Bay Resort and Casino, Las Vegas, 
December 3-5, 2019

IAEE’s annual meeting and exhibition 
welcomed industry professionals to an 

immersive trade show experience at the 
Mandalay Bay Resort and Casino in  

Las Vegas December 3-5.

Expo! Expo! attracted a diverse group of 
exhibition and events industry professionals 

for three days of face-to-face interaction, 
education and networking. Attendees 

learned about the latest tools needed to 
plan and manage successful trade shows 

and events for years to come.
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What’s in Store
for 2020?

Technology Trends in Travel

BY LAURA BADIU

W
e’re into 2020, and 2019 was 
another exciting year in travel and 
hospitality. We are now one step 
closer to the future and those inno-

vative technologies that we envisioned ever since 
“The Jetsons” aired on TV.

Every year, we make it our mission to break 
down the most impactful and exciting technology 
trends that are rumored to steal the spotlight in the 
year to come. Now let’s get down to business and 
explore the 2020 travel tech trends and see what 
the future has in store for the hospitality industry.

FACIAL RECOGNITION
In recent years — your face has become the key to 

unlock your phone, to be used as your banking pass-
word, and also to confirm your identity alongside 
images of your ID card. Building off this, there is an 

upcoming trend of facial recognition being applied 
in some airports around the globe. Could this fix 
those inconvenient hours spent in line at multiple 
security checks? It is predicted that soon, the major-
ity of travelers will be able to use their own faces 
as ID cards and fast-forward through airport secu-
rity without even having to worry about taking out 
their ID, passport or driver’s license. We are headed 
toward a future focused on immediacy, automation 
and on-the-spot solutions that are meant to make 
the travel experience easier and more stress-free 
than ever. While there are definitely pros and cons 
to facial recognition, it’s undoubtedly fascinating to 
witness the tech concepts that are paving the future 
of travel. In Singapore, for example, it was recently 
announced that, come 2025, all travelers will get 
to access a fully automated immigration system 
involving facial and iris scans.

10

SELF CHECK-IN
While on the topic of immediacy 

and fast solutions, let’s explore another 
tech trend that is very likely to impact 
2020, this time in terms of both airport 
check-ins for luggage and hotel check-
ins. We are aware that different genera-
tions of travelers have different prefer-
ences and expectations from a hotel and 
a ‘one-size-fits-all’ approach no longer 
cuts it. This applies especially to the 
hotel check-in process, where some 
guests like to be greeted and guided by 
actual hotel staff, while others would 
like to speed things up and do the 
check-in themselves. For hoteliers, a 
check-in kiosk is known to reduce costs 
and automate processes while enabling 
guests to make their own choices and 
save time. Self-service can also trans-
late to more up-sell opportunities since 
it can easily display extra services and 
enable guests to choose the ones that 
fit their needs. If you’re not quite con-
vinced, here are some good reasons why 
your hotel should have self check-in.

SMART INTEGRATIONS 
& PERSONALIZATION

By now, daily operations have 
grown tricky for businesses that don’t 
rely on interconnected software. 
While it’s important to focus on each 
independent system and its stand-
alone features, it is equally important 
to check its integration capabilities. In 
this modern age, hospitality businesses 
have to think of their must-have tech-
nologies as pieces of the same puzzle 
— in order to get the perfect outcome, 
all of them need to integrate seam-
lessly with each other. The importance 
of smart integrations is something 
that we have previously emphasized 
and we can now say with confidence 
that this is more than a trend — it’s a 
necessity of the 21st century. Besides 

making operations easier, faster and 
more efficient, integrations also con-
tribute to the personalization of the 
guest experience. For example, when 
a hotel PMS system is interlinked to 
the feedback management platform, 
valuable insights about the guest’s 
expectations and experience — from 
a pre-stay survey or a previous hotel-
guest communication — can be auto-
matically transferred and stored in the 
PMS. This results in a richer and more 
insightful guest profile, which enables 
hoteliers to know more about their 
guests, ensure that they meet their 
expectations and provide an excel-
lent hotel stay.

VR / AR / AI — ALL THE 
ABBREVIATIONS

Nothing completely new here, but 
these are some tech innovations that 
have been impacting the hospitality 
sector for a while and will certainly 
continue to do so. The hype might have 
cooled down, but the innovations are 
getting better and more impactful every 
day. Chatbots and artificial intelligence 
are now used globally for a multitude 
of purposes, especially for optimizing 
hotel-guest communications. They are 
being perfected to replicate human 

behavior and they are known to be both 
time and cost-effective. Hospitality 
is the perfect environment for virtual 
reality (VR)and augmented reality (AR) 
since they allow the visual exploration 
of travel destinations, accommodations 
and settings. VR and AR are in no way 
mandatory for hotels, and it doesn’t 
seem like they will be anytime soon, but 
they’re excellent examples of features 
that can spice up a guest’s journey and 
drive a higher level of popularity for a 
hotel, which can result in more book-
ings. Every year we evolve more on the 
tech front and these exciting innova-
tions can definitely enhance the quality 
of a guest’s journey, so it is likely that 
their popularity will not decrease, but 
instead increase in time.

BLOCKCHAIN
At first sight, the word ‘blockchain’ 

can sound slightly confusing, a bit 
too ‘techy,’ and somewhat futuristic. 
However, this is a real concept that is 
already making waves in hospitality 
and travel, and it seems like 2020 will 
have its fair share of it. Blockchain is 
basically a list of public records where 
different transactions between parties 
are stored in a secure way, through 
cryptography. For the travel sector, 
this works as a safe way of conducting 
operations and transactions, especially 
when it comes to payments. Block-
chain technology has a decentralized 
nature, which means that the data 
stored is more secure, transparent and 
permanent. Information cannot be lost 
or altered without consent from all the 
implicated parties. In the era of cyber-
security and, unfortunately, online 
theft, blockchain is the type of tech-
nology that can ensure secure, stable 
and safe operations, that simplify the 
travel experience, and take a whole lot 
of stress out of the equation.  | AC&F |

VIEWPOINT
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Laura Badiu is a passionate bookworm and writer. Since joining 
TrustYou’s marketing team, she has embraced topics in the travel and 

hospitality sector with enthusiasm. Using her degree in journalism, 
Badiu creatively weaves words into insightful stories with a focus on 

reputation management. TrustYou, the world’s largest guest feedback 
platform, empowers hotels with solutions to drive more bookings and 

improve their hotel product. Find more information on TrustYou and the 
guest feedback platform at trustyou.com.

“It is predicted that 
soon, the majority 
of travelers will be 

able to use their 
own faces as ID 
cards and fast-

forward through 
airport security.”
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Going Beyond
How to Exceed Attendees’ Needs and Expectations  

Before Your Association’s Event

BY SHAUN O’REILLY

W
hen planning an event for an asso-
ciation or nonprofit, the attendee 
experience must be a No. 1 priority. 
In a recent study, 86% of surveyed 

marketers reported that attendee satisfaction is the 
strongest indicator of an event’s success. It’s impera-
tive to understand the attendee journey to design an 
experience that meets their needs and exceeds expec-
tations. When it comes to spending money and time 
on professional development and networking, mem-
bers and others in your audience have many choices — 
and providing an experience like no other will ensure 
they return and share their passion and excitement 
for your event with others.

It’s important to consider that the attendee expe-
rience starts before they arrive on-site. It may begin 
with a marketing email or a visit to your website or 
member portal, for example. As you develop a strat-
egy for these digital interactions, you must answer 
the question, “What do prospective attendees expect 
and need from my association before the event 
takes place?” 

To tackle this, dig into their education and net-

working goals and learn about their questions, pain 
points, needs and expectations at each stage of the 
attendee journey. The more you understand, the 
better you can design an experience that best serves 
and suits them. 

CONNECT YOUR EVENT WITH 
THE ATTENDEE’S GOALS

Focus on your pre-event goals first, which often 
include something as simple as introducing the 
event to the right prospects and driving them to reg-
ister. To assist in this process, leverage the follow-
ing resources: 

 • Prospect, attendee and member data in your 
association management software (AMS). 

 • Email marketing platform. 
 • Website or member portal. 
 • Word-of-mouth marketing assets such 

as photos, videos and testimonials from 
past attendees. 

Attendees want to learn as much as they can 
on your website or member portal. Your market-
ing copy must answer the ‘WIIFM’ question — 

14

What’s in it for me? Here, you must 
also describe the value or impact your 
event presents for their career, busi-
ness and life. Focus on the benefits of 
interest to the prospect, not just the 
features of the event — but you won’t 
be able to make this distinction unless 
you understand their specific goals, 
needs and challenges.

TAKE CARE OF THE DETAILS
Attendees expect a flawless expe-

rience — no loose ends or hiccups. 
These pristine expectations mean 
you must have all event details ham-
mered out. Plus, you must provide 
all the information needed by your 
prospective attendees and by other 
key stakeholders — exhibitors/spon-
sors and speakers.

Technology makes the seemingly 
impossible, possible. Everything starts 
in your AMS when you create an event 
— or save time by duplicating a 
previous event. The processes you 
oversee in your event management 
solution keep your team on task 
but also give attendees, exhibitors, 
sponsors and speakers the infor-
mation they need to adequately 
prepare, including:

 • Event agenda with session 
titles, descriptions, 
speakers and times.

 • Room logistics for A/V and 
setup (table/seating).

 • Exhibitor and sponsor 
management information with 
booth types, categories, priorities, 
assignments, pricing, and contacts 
for billing, administrative 
needs and staffing.

 • Speaker and abstract management 
for session proposal submission, 
judging, room assignments 
and scheduling.

 • Registration details, including 
pricing, promo codes for 
volunteers and speakers, 
and deadlines.

MOVE ATTENDEES THROUGH 
REGISTRATION QUICKLY 

Prospects want speed and clarity at 
this stage. If you frustrate or confuse 
them, you risk losing them. Keep the 
registration form as simple as possible 
and only ask for data you plan to use 
before or during the event. Consider 
if they’re only registering themselves 

or if they have to enroll their boss or 
colleagues as well and make sure they 
can do either easily.

PREPARE ATTENDEES FOR THE 
EVENT IN A PERSONALIZED WAY 

Set your event apart from others 
by better preparing attendees with the 
information best suited for them. They 
want to be in the know, not clueless and 
confused. This remains true if it’s their 
first event or sixth. 

Send out pre-event emails to edu-
cate and excite them and share this 
same information on your website or 
member portal. Whether it’s a month 
out or during their flight to the host 
city, attendees want to make informed 
decisions about sessions, see who else 
is going and plan their agenda by setting 
up meetings with exhibitors and din-
ners with other attendees. Most impor-
tantly, segment these informational 

emails so they’re relevant to each target 
audience, such as first-time attendees, 
executives, young professionals, inter-
national travelers, exhibitors, etc. 

Ensure attendees instantly feel at 
ease by simplifying the event experi-
ence. Sure, the veterans can find their 
way around, but first-timers may won-
der who can visit the lounges or go to 
the exhibitor parties. Share this kind of 
advice on your blog, member portal or 
website, including: 

 • Guidance for preparing themselves 
or their team for the conference. 

 • Networking tips for introverts. 
 • Advice from longtime 

conference-goers. 
 • Conference wellness tips. 
 • Ideas for exploring the city 

before the event. 
 • Action plan for sharing ideas with 

co-workers and putting great 
ideas into action. 

Similarly, exhibitors can benefit from:
 • Learning how to network for 

relationships, not business cards. 
 • Tips for emailing attendees before 

the event, if you provide a list. 
 • Advice for following 

up with leads. 
To make all of this possible, your 

company must have the tools to ensure 
the ultimate event experience. An event 
dashboard can be leveraged to track 
registration revenue, as well as sponsor-
ship and exhibit revenue. You can com-
pare this year’s numbers to past years so 

you can tell whether you’re on track 
to meet goals — and if not, have time 
to adjust your marketing tactics.

What’s even better is the abil-
ity to share responsibilities and 
data with teammates and col-
leagues across the organization. An 
AMS that allows different access 
and permission levels makes it 
possible for staff to handle their 
own needs on their own time. For 
example, staff from the executive, 

governance or sponsorship teams can 
see which of their VIPs are attending 
instead of having to repeatedly request 
this information. 

The immense amount of detail one 
must manage in the months leading up 
to an event can be difficult to juggle, but 
these details are what create a success-
ful and engaging experience. With the 
help of event marketing and engagement 
solutions, and the advantages of your 
AMS, you can not only meet the needs of 
your attendees but exceed their expecta-
tions at any event you hold.  | AC&F |

VIEWPOINT
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Shaun O’Reilly is vice president 
of marketing at MemberSuite, 

an innovator in cloud-based 
association management software 

(AMS) and business intelligence 
solutions for member-based 

organizations of all sizes.

“Attendees want to learn as 
much as they can on your 

website or member portal. 
Your marketing copy must 

answer the ‘WIIFM’ question — 
What’s in it for me?”

ASAE 2019 Annual 
Meeting & Exposition
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SECTIONNAME

Association 
Meetings 

Experts Buoyed 
by Economic 

Numbers

By Patrick Simms
INDUSTRYTRENDS

T he various trends that char-
acterize today’s conven-
tion industry are expected 
to continue into 2020 and 
beyond. They include an 
emphasis on attendee 
engagement, catering to 
multiple generations, uti-

lizing attendee-tracking technologies, 
involving the destination’s community 
and more. But the most fundamental 
positive trend is the health of the econ-
omy itself, which in turn supports the 
health of the convention and exhibition 
industry. The 2019 third-quarter U.S. 
GDP rose to 2.1%, and the professionals 
and businesses and families that benefit 
from that economic growth are more 
likely to attend or exhibit at conventions.

“We’ve got good, steady economic 
growth, and that drives meetings, con-
ventions, trade shows and corporate 
travel,” asserts David DuBois, CMP, 
CAE, FASAE, CTA, president and CEO 
of the International Association of 
Exhibitions and Events (IAEE). “If your 
family is living in good economic times 
and you have a good job and are mak-
ing a good compensation, you might say 
to your spouse or partner: ‘Let’s go to 
this show.’ If things are tight, you’re not 
going. Same thing with exhibitors: If a 
company is doing really well, the VP of 
sales or chief marketing officer can say 
to the CEO, ‘I want to spend $10,000 to 
buy a booth and send two people to the 
XYZ show in Orlando next year because 
we need to sell more.’ When things are 
tough, they may forgo that.”

ATTENDANCE TO GROW
DuBois’ expectation of increased 

attendance due to a healthy economy 
appears to be reflected in one finding 
of MPI’s Meetings Outlook 2019 Win-
ter Edition. Respondents indicated 
next year’s live attendance number is 
expected to grow 2.1%. The exhibition 
industry in particular should also con-
tinue on its upward path, having seen 
about 40 straight quarters of growth, as 
reported by the Center for Exhibition 
Industry Research (CEIR), which is 
overseen and managed by IAEE.

The hotel industry is part of that 
strong economy, and the seller’s market 
is expected to continue into the near 
future. Negotiation skills for planners 
will thus remain critical, especially 

Sherrif Karamat, CAE
president and CEO of the 
Professional Convention 
Management Association 
(PCMA), addresses the 
audience at the 2019 European 
Influencers Summit in 
Barcelona, Spain.

2020
Association
Industry
Forecast
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Learn more at VegasMeansBusiness.com

Las Vegas is a city made for moments that spark change — including our 

convention centers. The iconic Las Vegas Strip, close proximity to a bustling 

international airport, access to world-class dining and entertainment, and 

beautiful year-round weather have made Las Vegas a landmark hub to share 

visionary ideas. And now, we’re expanding accommodations across the city to 

create the best convention experience in the world. From an addition of 3.4 

million square feet in new and expanded meeting facilities to breaking ground 

on the Las Vegas Convention Center and CAESARS FORUM expansion, 

we’re building toward 15 million square feet of space to better serve you.

The Venetian Resort and Sands Expo 
One of the largest, most fl exible meeting and 
convention spaces in the country, offering over 
2.25 million square feet of featured event space 
for any occasion.

MGM Grand Conference Center 
Over 850,000 square feet of fl exible meeting 
space, plus award-winning technical and 
catering services.

Las Vegas Convention Center
The new West Hall will provide 600,000 square 

feet of trade show exhibit space as well as an 
additional 150,000 square feet of meeting room 

space. The fi rst application of an underground 
transportation system will move passengers 

conveniently throughout the campus via 
electric vehicles.

Mandalay Bay Convention Center
Fifth largest convention center in the 

U.S., including 2.1 million square feet of 
meeting and exhibit space.
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CAESARS FORUM
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in the world.
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when site sourcing in first-tier cities. 
“The negotiating climate for 2020 and 
beyond is becoming more challenging,” 
says Amy LeDoux, CMP, CAE, senior 
vice president of Meetings and Exposi-
tions at the American Society of Associa-
tion Executives (ASAE). “The reality is, 
organizations need to know and present 
the value of their business to poten-
tial destinations. They need to make a 
business case for why destinations and 
properties should select 
their business over 
another organization’s.”

Yet, there is also an 
indication of a soften-
ing in the seller’s mar-
ket, which is of course 
good news for planners. 
While STR reported 
positive results for 
both ADR and RevPAR 
for Q3 2019 in the U.S. 
hotel industry, the RevPAR increase of 
0.7% was the lowest year-over-year per-
cent change in the metric since the first 
quarter of 2010, STR also reported. The 
hotel industry “remains healthy, and I’m 
not going to say that it’s going to be a 
buyer’s market in 2020,” says DuBois, 
who has worked on the hotel side for 
13 of his 40-plus years in the hospital-
ity industry. ‘But it’s not going to be the 
high single or low double digit RevPAR 
growth the hotel world has enjoyed in 
the last three or four years.” DuBois 
points out that over the last 12 months, 
many of his CVB and hotel contacts 
have reported “less demand from short-
term groups and a little bit of a soften-
ing in transient demand.” He also offers 
anecdotal evidence that these factors 
have translated into lower rates: “Many 
of our members are seeing a softening in 
the rates the hotels are quoting,” he said.

SECOND-TIER CITIES
The stronger seller’s market of 

recent years prompted many associa-
tions to look more closely at second-tier 
cities, often forging relationships that 
will continue even if new opportuni-
ties open up in first-tier cities. Major 
players in the second-tier market such 
as Austin, Nashville and San Diego are 

benefitting from planners’ greater will-
ingness to look beyond Orlando, Chi-
cago, San Francisco and other top-tier 
convention hubs. “With the transition 
many years ago to a seller’s market, 
associations have been much more 
open to the idea of second- and third-
tier cities for their meetings,” LeDoux 
says. She lists several potential advan-
tages of selecting second- and third-
tier cities: “affordability, accessibility 

and availability; the engagement of the 
destination in making sure your event 
is successful; the financial concessions 
and/or support the city may lend to win 
and retain your business; the welcom-
ing attitude and focus that attendees 
experience; and the opportunity to 
discover a new destination and the 
facilities and venues they have that can 
accommodate your event.”

Tier designations aside, there are 
also several major cities that are gaining 
ground in the meetings market thanks 
to major investments into their hospi-
tality infrastructure, such as Cleveland 
and Columbus, Ohio. The former hosted 
the PCMA Education Conference in 
2018, while the latter will host PCMA 
Convening Leaders in 2023. A drive to 
accommodate meetings and maximize 
their results remains one of the most 
important qualifications for a city’s suc-
cess. “Associations will always look for 

opportunities to grow their field and 
business regardless of destination’s per-
ceived tier,” explains Sherrif Karamat, 
CAE, president and CEO of the Profes-
sional Convention Management Asso-
ciation (PCMA). “It is important to note 
that the easier a destination makes it to 
do business, the chances of success will 
be that much greater. PCMA has always 
embraced a wide range of destinations 
that focus on using the ‘business events 

platform’ for economic 
and social transformation, 
organizational objectives 
and our own develop-
ment. Some of our most 
recent locations have been 
Pittsburgh, Los Angeles, 
Barcelona, Macau and 
San Francisco.”

The ease of ‘doing 
business’ with a destina-
tion can depend in large 

part on the CVB, and increasingly these 
organizations are helping planners coor-
dinate with off-site venues and relevant 
local organizations to enrich the meeting 
experience. The idea of “putting people 
in a ballroom or convention center and 
talking at them for two-plus days is 
beginning to be challenged,” says Don 
Welsh, president and CEO of Destina-
tions International. “How can you do 
what you need to do — let’s say continu-
ing education — but do it more creatively 
and engage the destination you’re hold-
ing the meeting in?” Thus, there is a trend 
toward “exploring beyond the conven-
tion center and getting into the neighbor-
hoods to activate the community. That’s 
where meeting planners are realizing 
that the only true expert that is charged 
with that are the CVBs,” Welsh notes.

Within the CVB, the vice president 
of convention services role has often 
evolved into a “community connector,” 

Welsh observes. “They are, in many cases, 
not only charged with working with the 
sales teams, but far beyond space, rates 
and dates, they’re now saying, ‘Based on 
the goal of the meeting, how am I going to 
help you activate the thought leaders in 
my community?’ For example, in Chicago 
where I was president of Choose Chicago, 
it was very important with organizations 
that visited annually, particularly the 
American Society of Clinical Oncologists, 
that we help them activate the medical 
community and the civic community 
to extend the impact of their meeting.” 
Welsh points to two types of organizations 
that are becoming more integral to both 
large and mid-sized meet-
ings: economic development 
organizations and restaurant 
associations. Both can acti-
vate their membership bases 
to deliver additional value to 
the incoming group. 

COMMUNITY 
ENGAGEMENT RISES 

Another type of involve-
ment with the broader des-
tination is of course com-
munity service, e.g., attendees working 
in a local food pantry before the day’s 
meetings begin. In short, conventions 
are no longer insulated affairs that take 
place strictly within convention center 
and hotel walls, and this community 
involvement trend is sure to continue 
into the foreseeable future.

Extending the convention into the 
community — whether for educational/
professional opportunities, entertain-
ment at off-site venues, or community 
service — can be seen as another way to 
engage the attendee with the host asso-
ciation that is behind these experiences. 
Engagement is thus driven by experi-
ences, and DuBois has seen the expe-

riential focus also manifest in booth 
design. He notes that the exhibit booth 
designer members of the Experiential 
Designers and Producers Association 
have been increasingly collaborating 
with marketing agencies to create tech-
nology-enhanced experiences that go 
above and beyond. “The typical 8’ by 10’ 
pipe-and-drape table and a chair is not 
going to work. Or the pretty guy or lady 
standing in the booth for 10 hours hand-
ing out brochures,” DuBois says. “It’s 
got to be a robot talking to you, touch 
screens or virtual reality where you go 
into a stand and put on some goggles” 
and other forms of high-tech interactiv-

ity. Another factor that is key to attendee 
engagement is relevance, he adds. As 
much as possible, the show must speak 
to the needs of the attendee. “You want 
to go to a meeting or a show for a couple 
of days and be able to say ‘I just brought 
back 8-10 great ideas for my organiza-
tion or for my own personal develop-
ment and career growth,’” DuBois says.

Catering to the younger attendee’s 
professional needs has been a grow-
ing priority for many years, as the mil-
lennial and Gen Z generations have 
become more involved in trade asso-
ciations. “We are seeing more multigen-
erational presence on boards, panels 
and in advisory groups,” LeDoux notes. 

She has seen associations “making 
great strides incorporating elements 
into their meetings that attract and 
hopefully retain the multigenerational 
audience. Many of these changes are in 
providing options with regard to learn-
ing formats in order to appeal to differ-
ent learning styles and interests. Other 
changes are in mentoring programs to 
help young professionals engage with 

others in the community.”
For associations looking 

to ramp up their marketing 
to millennials and Gen Zers 
in 2020, LeDoux recom-
mends keeping in mind the 
values of these profession-
als, including transparency, 
relationships, purpose and 
authenticity. “And frankly 
most audiences appreciate 
those values,” she adds. As 
to the marketing method, a 

mixed-channel approach with a heavy 
emphasis on digital is seeing the most 
success. “A mix of digital strategies, 
including paid social media, marketing/
email automation, re-targeting and oth-
ers, is particularly successful because 
it allows organizations to engage with 
these prospective members and attend-
ees based on their behavior and not just 
on their demographics, in a way that is 
measurable and easy to adjust based on 
results,” she explains.

TECHNOLOGY IMPROVES
There are also ongoing technological 

advancements in the tracking of attendee 
behavior on-site, as well as increasing 

More than 5,400 association 
professionals and industry partners 

attended the 2019 ASAE Annual Meeting 
& Exhibition in Columbus, Ohio.

PCMA’s Convening Leaders 2019 gathered 
4,000 industry professionals in Pittsburgh for 

education and inspiration aimed at driving 
economic and social progress through 

business events.

Don Welsh
President and CEO

Destinations International

“That’s where meeting 
planners are realizing 

that the only true experts 
are the CVBs.”

“Associations will always 
look for opportunities to 

grow their field and business 
regardless of destination’s 

perceived tier.”
Sherrif Karamat, CAE

President and CEO of the Professional 
Convention Management Association (PCMA)
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adoption of existing tools among asso-
ciations. “Attendee tracking tools such as 
RFID and beacon technology are gaining 
traction in the industry,” LeDoux says. 

“Many organizations have been using 
RFID, and most recently Beacon technol-
ogy has been used for continuing educa-
tion credit tracking and to better discern 
attendee behavior and needs. Both are 
great in giving you real-time data at your 
events so you can make logistical changes 
to improve the attendee experience, pro-
vide data to your exhibitors and more.”

While Expo! Expo!, IAEE’s Annual 
Meeting & Exposition, the ‘show for 
shows,’ has seen increased representa-
tion of augmented reality (AR) and vir-
tual reality (VR) in its tech showcase, the 
adoption of these systems is not nearly 
as robust as in the case of tracking tech-
nologies. Associations will continue to 
explore them in 2020, however. “Aug-
mented reality is popping up at meetings,” 
LeDoux observes. “Associations are a 
little slower in adopting this technology 
and are dabbling in it to see the value to 
the attendees and the organization.”

The adoption of sustainability prac-
tices has revived since the economic 
downturn, which is ultimately good 
news for the future generations that will 
inherit the environment. “Sustainability 
was a hot topic over a decade ago, and 
then the adoption and focus declined 
when the economy 
plummeted,” LeDoux 
says. “Organizations had 
to focus on their viabil-
ity during the economic 
downturn. But now, sus-
tainability is a topic that 
more organizations and 
venues are focusing on 
again. Attendees from 
all generations want to 
see that associations 
have an eye toward sustainability in 
their delivery of their events. The issue 
of making meetings more sustainable 
from many aspects like food and bever-
age, recycling, waste reduction, carbon 
footprint reduction and giving back to 
the community are all aspects that most 
associations are making a conscious 
effort to address.”

Says Karamat: “I’m encouraged by the 
progress that has been made so far. We’ve 
seen many events and venues adopt 
reusable water bottles, eliminate plastic 
straws or strive to reduce food waste. And, 
we have seen the increased importance 
placed on LEED-certified buildings. 

PCMA wants to do its part, and we signed 
a commitment to help address the use of 
single-use plastics at business events. Still, 
there is more work to be done, but we’re 
moving in the right direction. What is 
exciting is that organizations are recog-
nizing that being sustainable is good for 
business, and I think this will work to 
propel greater green options.”

A more pressing need than ‘greening’ 
conventions is to ensure the security 
of the events for all involved, particu-
larly given all the recent active-shooter 
incidents. Three years ago, the Interna-
tional Association of Venue Managers 
(IAVM), IAEE and the Exhibition Ser-
vices & Contractors Association (ESCA) 
launched the Exhibitions and Meetings 

Safety and Security Initiative (EMSSI) 
to develop national event security 
guidelines and standards for conven-
tion facilities that will be recognized 
by the U.S. Department of Homeland 
Security. According to DuBois, EMSSI 

“has evolved into a program called 
Secure Venues, owned and operated by 
IAVM, that is in final pilot stage at three 
convention centers and will launch first 
quarter 2020.” Particularly since the 
Mandalay Bay Resort and Casino Las 
Vegas tragedy, hotels have increased 
their training and best practices regu-
lations for security, and now conven-
tion centers are doing the same. The 

reaction from meeting planners to the 
initiative is “very positive,” says DuBois, 

“because they are challenged by their 
management, boards of directors and 
the CEOs of their organizations to safe-
guard attendees and exhibitors.”

Of course, planners will not simply 
be relying on the preparedness of their 
venue, but also enhancing their own 
safety and security plans in collabora-
tion with the venue. “It is impossible 
to plan for all potential scenarios that 
could happen,” says LeDoux, “but what 

you can plan for is how 
you and your team will 
respond; how you and 
the various venues 
will work together; 
how your meeting 
attendees can check 
in to indicate they 
are safe in case of an 
emergency; how com-
munication will be dis-
seminated to attend-

ees; and how you will communicate 
your plans to all involved. Security is top 
of mind for attendees, so organizations 
are making sure it is top of mind for the 
destination and their meeting partners.”

In sum, the forecast for 2020 and 
beyond is bright on many fronts: a less 
challenging seller’s market — even if 
slightly; an increasingly promising 
second-tier market; more opportunities 
to interweave conventions with local 
communities; facilitated by CVBs, more 
development and exploration of tech 
tools that enhance both engagement and 
attendee behavior tracking; and greener, 
more secure conventions. | AC&F |

A walkable downtown just 3.9 miles from our international airport.
An innovative convention center with 520,000 square feet of event space.
And more than 4,000 committable hotel rooms citywide.
Find everything you need for your next meeting in San Jose.
sanjose.org/meetings

Get together in Silicon Valley.

Connect.
don’t just meet. 

IAEE’s Expo! Expo! 2019 attracted more 
than 2,300 attendees to Mandalay Bay 

Resort and Casino in Las Vegas.

“Attendees from all generations 
want to see that the 

[associations] have an eye 
toward sustainability in their 

delivery of their events.”

Amy LeDoux, CMP, CAE
Senior Vice President of Meetings and Expositions
American Society of Association Executives (ASAE)
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ENGAGING 
ENTERTAINMENT

Think Outside 
the Box to ‘Wow’ Your 

Attendees

By Diana Lambdin Meyer

ENTERTAINMENTADVICE

Memorable entertainment can be 
anything from a magician walking 
among attendees to a local theater 
group performance to a world-
renowned violinist to a big-name 
musical group. Whatever the budget 
allows, planners should aim high.

25

ntertainment is the heart of any good event, 
whether it is a convention, an annual association 
conference, an awards dinner, fundraiser or any 
planned gathering for any purpose.

Some believe that entertainment is even more 
important than food in planning a successful event.

“If the food is mediocre and the entertainment 
is good, everyone will have a great time. If the food is good 
and the entertainment is mediocre, the evening will fall flat,” 
says Tiiu Lutter, owner of an entertainment company who 

writes about entertainment and more for ExpertInsur-
anceReviews.com.

Therefore, getting the entertainment right should 
be an event planner’s highest priority. No pressure.

Fortunately, there are people who specialize in 
identifying just the right entertainment for each 
unique gathering of human beings. What you should 

ask of them and what they should ask of you makes all 
the difference in a successful entertainment element of 

your association meeting.
And fortunately, in 2020, technology and entrepreneur-

ship has created a nearly unending smorgasbord of enter-
tainment options. Indeed, the options are so numerous that 
it may require a professional to properly assess the needs 

E
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conferences. Billy Joel and Maroon 5 
have appeared at events she has helped 
coordinate. Off-shoots of Broadway 
shows are another example.

Because she is based in New York 
City, Grech has access to a talent pool 
that includes the original cast mem-
bers of “The Jersey Boys” and “Mama 
Mia!” among others. She prefers to 
bring on the show between the salad 
and main course.

A 15-20 minute musical perfor-
mance is just about the time it takes to 
enjoy the main course, then the emcee 
begins the program. She prefers to have 
dessert served later in the evening, 
unless it is preset.

“Our clients are often 
looking for Instagram-
mable moments in the 
evening and a Broad-
way show satisfies that 
request,” Grech says.

In New York, such a 
program would start at a 
minimum of $5,000 and 
go upward depending on 
cast members and show 
requests. When choosing the show 
number, consider how it reflects the val-
ues and mission of the organization and 
how it serves the needs of the attendees.

Those located throughout North 
America, far from Broadway’s bright 
lights, can incorporate Broadway-style 
programming for much less than it will 
cost associations meeting in New York. 
Look to local repertoire companies, com-
munity theaters, colleges and even high 
schools with a strong theater program.

By booking nonprofit or public edu-
cation sources, the association and its 
members then becomes more engaged 
and knowledgeable of the community 
in which the conference has been held.

If the destination is a repeat desti-
nation for a particular event, working 
with local theater groups can become 
a tradition that nonetheless is fresh 
each year, depending on the Broadway 
show performed.

But less stressful to most budgets 
would be the entertainment such as 
indigenous and local crafts people 
with demonstrations on the sides of 
the rooms that can provide energy 

for cocktail receptions or breaks 
between conference sessions. Cook-
ing demonstrations also work well in 
such a setting.

Stecker has had positive feedback 
recently on ‘walking tables.’ At recep-
tions, instead of wait staff walking 
through the crowd with trays full of 
hors d’oeuvres, she worked with a com-
pany that creates walking tables.

Basically, think a big bell skirt that 
straps to a human’s shoulders or a per-

son jumping out of a birthday cake. The 
table, on wheels, has an opening in the 
center for the waiter. The wardrobe 
and table covering blend together and 
becomes a table carrying the snacks 
that then move among the guests. It’s 
all over Instagram.

Glow-in-the-dark and anything on 
fire is a great choice. Note that fireworks 
for an outdoor event may be unsettling 

for many people, includ-
ing neighboring residents 
and animals. More and 
more fireworks are con-
sidered inappropriate 
entertainment other than 
national holidays.

“A ny t h i n g  t h a t 
engages the audience is 
a good choice,” says Lut-
ter, who prefers acts that 
work the room over a 

stage show. “Slight-of-hand magicians 
are fantastic. They can make magic in a 
group of 5 or 6, leave them talking while 
engaging the next group.”

Something like magicians or 
balloon artist also becomes a con-
versation starter or ice breaker for 
those new to a group, allowing for a 
fun-filled introduction to new peo-
ple. Think carnival activities that 
include stilt walkers, make-up art-
ists and costumes.

If budget is not an issue, planners have noticed 
a trend toward celebrity appearances at 

association and other conferences. Billy Joel 
and Maroon 5, above, are popular acts.
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and personality of your gathering and 
provide the best entertainment for the 
budget available.

“Entertainment, in the broadest 
sense, should be a reflection of the mis-
sion of the association and the com-
munity the association serves,” says 
Amaia Stecker, owner and lead designer 
with Pilar & Co. based in Washing-
ton, D.C. However, she specializes 
in associations.

Before coordinating an event, the 
association director or individual 
responsible for the outcome should 
be able to articulate exactly what is 
expected of the evening.

Whoever that happens to be, make 
sure they can articulate the answer. Ask 
the question in a variety of ways until 
all parties involved can articulate a list 
of expected outcomes for the week, day 
or evening you’re are planning.

“It must reverberate a strong ben-
efit for attendees, the dues-paying 
members of your association, or 
provide the incentive needed for 
potential members of your associa-
tion,” Stecker says.

“You must also ask yourself if you 
are being respectful of attendees time,” 
she continues. “Just because they are 
at your event, they still need time and 
opportunities to check in at home and 
with other projects back at work.”

Let down time be some entertain-
ment. Consider setting up a Nerf bas-
ketball goal or some similar sporting 
activity in the hallways or common 
space of your gathering. That provides 
entertainment for those who need it 
without being disrespectful to those 
who may need to check in at work.

Group exercise, such as yoga or a 
short hike, also make for good enter-
tainment as well as team building.

THINK BEYOND THE BAND
Too often, the idea of entertainment 

is limited to a band or a speaker, but 
today’s events incorporate all manner 
of technology and human activity.

Right now, virtual reality (VR) is a 
trendy, engaging component of event 
entertainment. Through VR, take 
guests on a tour of the national park 
system or allow them to pitch a game 

in the World Series. Drive a race car 
or scuba dive the Great Barrier Reef. 
Whatever the theme, virtual reality 
can further emphasize the tone set by 
speaker, work sessions and more.

Take advantage of drone technology. 
Let guests fly a drone, indoors or out-
doors while snapping photos that can 
be distributed later in the evening.

If the budget allows, forget all man-
ner of décor and invest in 3-D video 
mapping. For those not familiar with 
the term, video mapping is when images 
are projected on the sides of buildings 
or on every surface of an indoor space.

“It’s so encompassing and immer-
sive that you can literally make your 
attendees feel like they are in a fish 
bowl,” says Lauren Grech, CEO and 

co-founder of New York, New York-
based LLG Events • LLG Agency and 
an adjunct professor at New York Uni-
versity in the Tisch Center of Hospital-
ity. She is working on the curriculum 
for the first college degree program in 
event planning.

Depending on the space, the region 
of the country and the event venue, 
3-D video mapping could cost between 
$10,000-$20,000, according to Grech.

If budget is not an issue, Grech has 
also noticed a trend toward celebrity 
appearances at association and other 

Video mapping can provide an immersive 
experience for guests. Images are 

projected on the sides of buildings or on 
every surface of an indoor space.

“Our clients are often 
looking for Instagrammable 

moments in the evening 
and a Broadway show 
satisfies that request.”

Lauren Grech
CEO, Co-Founder LLG Events • LLG Agency

PRESS HERE PR

The right entertainment is as crucial to a 
successful convention or event as the food. 

Don’t miss on this important element.

PHOTO BY FRED MARCUS STUDIO / LLG EVENTS
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modern life, as is good news. Imagine 
hosting an event in a city where a World 
Series is scheduled to be played. Forget 
any entertainment in the evening other 
than baseball. Bring in some big screen 
TVs, make sure everyone has peanuts 
and Cracker Jack and your enter-
tainment is set.

Flexibility is a necessity in event 
planning. Pro tips include never hav-
ing a single individual on stage unless 
there is a back-up in the wings. Ideally, 
two people can emcee the event, just 
in case someone gets caught up in a 
coughing fit or the hiccups or some-
thing more serious such as a heart 
attack or other medical issue. It hap-
pens more often than you think.

TO HIRE A PLANNER OR NOT
Budgets are tight — we get it. So 

hiring an event planner or entertain-
ment coordinator may seem like an 
exorbitant expense. Depending on 
a variety of factors, the event plan-
ner will charge 10% to 20% of your 
entire budget.

The event planner/entertainment 
coordinator does this for a living, so they 
can often get bulk discounts because 
the band or comedian recognizes the 
opportunity for repeat business.

“A lot of clients attempt to source 
it all themselves, but the savings I can 
bring through my negotiation skills and 
wholesale prices often more than saves 
the bottom line,” Arato says.

Arato recognizes that associa-
tions don’t often have the budget of 
many of her corporate clients, but that 
doesn’t mean she can’t deliver an enter-
taining option.

“The benefit of bringing in a third 
party like me is that I can forcefully 
negotiate, because I work with many 
of these entertainers on a regular 
basis,” she says.

For example, she’s worked with 
many of the groups so long, she 
knows their empty days and avail-
abilities, so she can negotiate a good 
price just because she knows they 
would otherwise be without a gig 
that day or night.

Working with an event planner or 

entertainment company also keeps 
you up-to-date on the latest in enter-
tainment options.

TIPS FOR SUCCESS
When working with an event planner, 

be sure to share as much information as 
possible. While the event planner does 
not necessarily write the script, although 
it can be included in the service, looping 
them in on the script helps them be pre-
pared for the slightest details.

This includes keeping them in 
the loop as far as any VIPs or special 
announcements in the program. It just 
makes the evening come across as more 
polished and professional.

Now that New York University is 
offering the nation’s first degree in 
Event Planning, Grech anticipates that 
event planning in the coming years will 
become more polished and formal-
ized. Contracts and rates will become 
more transparent, and events will have 
more structure.

What that means for associations 
and their members who attend the 
annual conference is greater satisfac-
tion and value for the time and money 
spent attending the meeting, wher-
ever it is. | AC &F |

Photo booths are also a lot of fun, 
providing a few props and costumes for 
a little thematic fun. That the photos 
can be printed with association brand-
ing is a bonus. These photos may live 
for years in desktop photo frames or 
billboards in an office.

“There’s a lot of branding that can 
be incorporated in entertainment,” 
says Debbie Arato, CSEP, president and 
CEO of Toronto, Canada-based Arato 
Entertainment and Events Inc. “Make 
give-a-ways and door prizes a part 
of the entertainment and put a logo 
on all of it.”

Examples could be take-home cock-
tail glasses with glowing ice cubes or 
clothing items shot from a T-shirt gun.

Lutter has also hired dancers to start 
the crowd moving when a band is the 
choice. “These need to be people who 
are good at getting strangers up and 
involved as well as great dancers.”

And speaking of the band — profes-
sional advice is to always, always go 
with a band over a DJ and sound system 
when the budget can afford it. While 
every event planner has horror stories 
that cover the gamut, the worst always 
seem to include a DJ gone rogue, creat-
ing a playlist that is totally inappropri-
ate for the setting, overpowering the 
emcee or otherwise inserting himself/
herself into the programming rather 
than enhancing the evening.

“People think they can download 
a playlist from Spotify and become a 
DJ,” says Lutter, who tells a horror 
story about one DJ choosing to play 
the Chicken Dance 
and similar songs at 
a swanky corporate 
event. She had met 
with another DJ, who 
sent a substitute who 
apparently didn’t get 
the message about the 
tone of the event.

“Live music gives 
people something to 
watch and talk about,” 
says Lutter, whose 
experience tells her that people stay 
long with live music. “And the longer 
people stay, the longer you sustain criti-
cal mass — 75% of your total attendees 
— the greater success for your event.”

If a DJ is what the budget or other 
circumstances demand, ask about 
adding music videos. It engages 
those who choose not to dance, and 
inspires those who do.

“Music is associated with energy,” 
Stecker says, “but sometimes music can 
be off-putting if it over-stimulates peo-
ple after a long day or imposes itself into 
the event. Music, as with all entertain-
ment, should support the goals of the 
event and be respectful of attendees.”

MISTAKES TO AVOID
Once at a large gathering in the 

state of Missouri, the tourism director 
at the time had the opportunity to give 
a breakfast presentation. In telling the 
story of Jefferson City, the state capi-
tal, she included details about a local 
dairy that still delivers in glass bottles 

door-to-door. The dairy’s advertising 
campaign included a cow uttering the 
words “Good Mooorning!”

So the tourism director invited a 
roomful of 300 people to stand up and 
shout “Good mooorning!” while moo-
ing like a cow.

As one attendee said, “There’s not 
enough coffee in the world to make 
this feel right.”

The point is — don’t try to get a 
crowd excited too early in the morn-
ing, or force enthusiasm or activity at 
the wrong time of day. Sometimes, it’s 
OK for there to be no entertainment. 
Sometimes, people want to simply talk 
and sip their coffee without mooing 
in the morning.

Another big mistake is waiting 
until the last minute to 
plan for the entertain-
ment, Arato says.

Two months out 
is a minimum, but six 
months is the best to 
guarantee you have who 
and what you want.

If you don’t have an 
event planner, designate 
someone to look after 
the entertainment. For a 
band, that will be over-

seeing setup and all needs.

WHEN THINGS GO WRONG
The week of 9/11, Lutter had three 

events that went on as scheduled. 
However, she toned down rock bands 
to light jazz, eliminated comedians 
and replaced with a vocalist and inspi-
rational music.

Tragedy and disaster are a part of 

Amaia Stecker has had positive feedback 
recently with ‘walking tables.’ Attendees 

can select hors d’oeuvres from a 
decorated table with a hole in it for a 
person to fit inside and walk around.

Find the proper balance between the 
convention’s goals and the attendees. Too 

much energy — or not enough — at the 
outset can affect the rest of the event. 

“Entertainment, in the broadest 
sense, should be a reflection of 
the mission of the association 

and the community the 
association serves.”

Amaia Stecker
Owner, Lead Designer 

Pilar & Co. 

One bit of advice: Don’t be afraid to leave a 
little down time for those attendees who simply 
want to talk to each other or network between 
meetings, classroom learning or other activities.
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arizona
The Best of Arizona  

Offers Attendees Scenic Desert Views, Plus 
Plenty of Spa and Wellness Activities

By Maura Keller

DESTINATIONREPORT

31

F
rom the majestic beauty of the 
desert to the luxurious cham-
pionship golf courses dotting 
the landscape to the rejuvenat-

ing resorts aplenty, Arizona is teeming 
with meeting and event venues that are 
sure to please.

Just ask Laura Rudzinski, executive 
director and meeting planner at the 
National Institute of Pension Admin-
istrators (NIPA). Each year, NIPA 
holds its annual business owner meet-
ing at Sanctuary Camelback Moun-
tain Resort and Spa for approximately 
110 attendees.

“Sanctuary’s impeccable 
service is always a stand-
out for planners as well as 
attendees,” Rudzinski says. 
“The service begins when 
you arrive at the resort and 
are greeted by the ‘oh-so-
friendly’ bellhops. By the 
time you walk to the front 
desk, the staff knows your 
name and has your room key 
ready and waiting.”

Terraced high on one of 
Arizona’s best-known land-
marks, Camelback Mountain, 
the resort features compel-
ling views of Paradise Valley and sur-
rounding mountains from every vantage 
point. Sanctuary Camelback Mountain 
offers 9,000 sf of indoor and outdoor 
meeting space, and provides the ideal 
venue for small groups, business profes-
sionals, and associations who seek an 
exceptional attention to detail to ensure 
a productive, focused and well-orches-
trated meeting.

In addition, meeting planners can 
build customized events such as an “Iron 
Chef America”-inspired food battle, aura 
readings and photography workshops. 
There is also corporate yoga and Pilates, 
as well as team-building hikes and 
other activities. 

Of course with over 300 days of 
sunshine in Arizona each year, meet-
ing professionals will want to use the 
wealth of outdoor function space at 

Sanctuary, including two lawns and a 
garden terrace, totaling 5,500 additional 
sf. The private upper lawn overlooks 
Mummy Mountain and the valley below. 
This space can accommodate up to 80 
attendees for a seated event, or 120 for a 
standing reception or buffet. The larger, 
lower lawn overlooks the McDowell 
Mountain Range and accommodates 100 
attendees for catering and 200 for recep-
tions and buffets.

In addition, Sanctuary’s Garden 
Terrace is a secluded venue next to the 
resort’s infinity-edge pool, the perfect 
platform from which to admire the moun-

tains, desert, and town of Paradise Valley. 
Accommodating 60 for banquet seating 
or 80 for a cocktail reception, this pro-
vides private space for casual receptions 
and outdoor dining. And at Phoenix and 
Scottsdale’s largest infinity-edge pool, up 
to 150 guests can savor the Sonoran sun-
sets during a cocktail reception.

Rudzinski stresses that Sanctuary 
provides a place for attendees to unwind 
and escape when their meetings end. 
Attendees can find a desert oasis featur-
ing beautiful sunsets, a world-class spa, 
fancy dining at elements restaurant and 
renovated guest rooms with soaking 
tubs, fireplaces and more.

GETTING AWAY FROM IT ALL
Holly Ann Dewing, senior adminis-

trative assistant, Management Consult-
ing and Forensic & Valuation Services, 
Strategy & Operations at Michigan-
based financial services firm, Plante 
Moran, orchestrated last year’s Prax-
ity FLVS Conference — held every 
other year — at The Scottsdale Resort 
at McCormick Ranch. This conference 
brings together similar firms that are 
members of a Global Alliance — Prax-
ity, specializing in forensic accounting, 
litigation and valuation services. There 
were 150 attendees including members 

and guest speakers.
“I asked if anyone would 

be opposed to having it 
here at the The Scotts-
dale Resort at McCormick 
Ranch and without hesita-
tion, they said, ‘Absolutely 
not!’” Dewing says.

The reason for such an 
emphatic response is because 
The Scottsdale Resort, with 
326 guest rooms, offers 
80,000 sf of unique meet-
ing experiences that no 
other Scottsdale resorts or 
hotels offer. In addition, 

the resort boasts unique venues called 
break stations.

“The biggest ‘wow’ factor for our 
attendees was the fabulous ‘break 
room’ That was just the icing on the 
cake,” Dewing says. So what makes 
this so special? The resort is the only 
hotel or resort in Scottsdale that offers 
a Complete Meeting Package (CMP) 
and a Modified Meeting Package 
(MMP). Included in these packages 
are break stations, which are basically 
full-service coffee break rooms cen-
trally located to all the meeting spaces. 
Groups purchase a CMP or MMP and 
the attendees have unlimited access 
to these break stations. The resort 
rotates the food and beverage offer-
ings throughout the day, starting with 
breakfast options. This offering elimi-
nates menu planning and simplifies the 

Sanctuary Camelback Mountain Resort and 
Spa’s Infinity Pool sits adjacent to the Garden 

Terrace, which can host 60 for banquets. 

Sanctuary Camelback 
Mountain Resort and 

Spa offers 9,000 sf of 
indoor and outdoor 

meeting space.
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meeting planner’s tasks. Also, groups 
don’t have interruptions to their gen-
eral session or breakouts with banquet 
staff rolling in and out of the meeting 
rooms or coffee breaks.

For Dewing, the pre-convention 
meetings are always a plus for her 
to tighten any loose ends and meet 
the person with whom the group 
will be working.

“The staff shows exemplary cus-
tomer service — making you feel like 
the world revolves around you during 
the time that you are there,” Dewing 
says. “They are eager to please and not 
too far away when you do need some-
thing. They are extremely attentive 
and always make sure you have exactly 
what you need.”

In addition to the break rooms, 
what truly stands out at The Scottsdale 
Resort is the food quality, amount of 
meeting space, the architecture of the 
space, and, of course the quality of the 
staff. The resort has more than 15 team 
members who have been there for more 
than 20 years, and two team members 
recently celebrated their 40th year 
with the resort. Many of the remain-
ing staff have been with the resort for 
10-plus years. Imagine being a repeat 
group every year or every three years 
and returning to see the same staff who 
made your meeting successful and they 
remember you by name, your favorite 
food, coffee or cocktail. This happens 
often and the resort team loves it.

SOUTHWESTERN CHARM
Unlike many resorts, the Fairmont 

Scottsdale Princess welcomes the 
opportunity to host full buyouts of the 
entire facility or an individual restau-
rant or pool, giving groups a wide array 
of options. The fact that the resort has 
five restaurants and six pools enables the 
resort to dedicate them to private events.

Tamra Brown, meeting planner at 
i4cp in Seattle, Washington, says her 
company has orchestrated its annual 
human resource member conference for 
the past 10 years at the Fairmont Scotts-
dale Princess. This conference includes 
500 attendees, including senior execu-
tives from Fortune 500 companies.

“We have multiple pre-conference 
breakout sessions with a 2 1/2-day 

general session, including social events 
each day,” Brown says. “This is a beau-
tiful property — if you are going for a 
business trip, at least you are at a lovely, 
relaxing location.”

Indeed, meeting attendee and plan-
ner surveys consistently highlight that 
Fairmont Scottsdale Princess has an 
exceptionally engaged staff with an 
unusual spirit of service and proactive 
professionalism. They frequently men-
tion the ‘heart’ the Fairmont team puts 
into helping them achieve their meet-
ing goals. From a guest relations man-
ager who stayed with an attendee in the 
hospital after a medical emergency, to a 
banquet server who noticed an attendee 
had a bad cough then stopped by the 
pharmacy for cough drops and syrup 
for the guest between breakfast and 
dinner as a gift, the stories of Fairmont’s 
staff ’s personal engagement with group 
guests are innumerable.

“The friendly, helpful, caring, fun, 
courteous staff at Fairmont Scottsdale 
Princess makes it like coming home 
every year,” Brown says.

Another favorite Arizona locale 
among meeting planners is The Phoeni-
cian, a Luxury Collection Resort, Scott-
sdale. Together, The Phoenician and 
The Canyon Suites at The Phoenician 
— the property’s AAA Five Diamond/
Forbes Five Star boutique hotel on the 
resort grounds — are able to accommo-
date meetings of all sizes and needs.

The groups gracing The Phoeni-
cian’s environs range from the highest-
end small board meetings to large con-
ferences and trade shows of 800-plus 
attendees. With three ballrooms and 
27 breakout rooms, along with beauti-
ful outdoor patios, lawns and themed 
event areas, The Phoenician offers 
approximately 160,000 sf of indoor/
outdoor space. Combined with the 
resort’s breathtaking setting at the base 
of Camelback Mountain, the property is 
able to host signature events designed 
to exceed each group’s expectations 
year after year.

And to make the attendee experi-
ence that much better, The Phoeni-
cian and The Canyon Suites recently 
completed an extensive three-year 
transformation — the largest in the 
resort’s 31-year history. Virtually every 
part of the resort was refreshed, with 
a redesigned main lobby, lounge, pool 
area, guest rooms and retail corridor; 
new restaurants; a premiere, three-
story Phoenician Spa; a new, two-story 
construction, The Phoenician Athletic 
Club, featuring a 4,600 -sf fitness center 
with tennis and pickleball courts; and a 
restructured 18-hole golf course.

The Phoenician prides itself on pro-
viding groups and their attendees with 
a personalized, hand-crafted experi-
ence — no matter what size of program 
— indicative of the venue’s AAA Five 
Diamond standards. The Phoenician 
and The Canyon Suites also offers great 
convenience, located just 9 miles from 
Phoenix Sky Harbor International Air-
port and 1 mile from the restaurants, 
nightlife, galleries and shops of Old 
Town Scottsdale.

Another venue, The Omni Scotts-
dale Resort & Spa at Montelucia, offers 
the perfect setting for business gather-
ings, weddings, conferences, special 
events, travel and romantic getaways. 
The resort is situated in the heart of 
Scottsdale and the beautifully land-

scaped grounds create a perfect back-
drop for special events of every nature. 
The resort features more than 27,000 
sf of flexible meeting space, as well as 
75,000 sf of outdoor space and several 
unique private dining spaces on which 
to stage events of practically every size 
and variety, all inspired by the Andalu-
sian region of Spain.

Arizona’s diverse agriculture is a 
major area of focus for the resort, spe-
cifically with the Desert to Dish Culinary 
Series. Omni partners with passionate 
farmers, winemakers and local purvey-
ors to supply guests with the freshest 
ingredients year-round, and each month 
the resort hosts a themed Chef’s Kitchen 
Dinner, held in the Chef’s Kitchen din-
ing space. The philosophy behind the 
culinary practices is simple: find the 
best quality, seasonal ingredients and 
prepare each dish with passion and art-
istry, all with an appropriate infusion of 
worldly elements. The culinary team 
at Omni Scottsdale Resort & Spa often 
takes inspiration from local Arizona and 
constantly innovates the dining options 
for meetings and groups.

When hosting a meeting at Omni 
Scottsdale Resort & Spa at Monte-
lucia, attendees can ‘visit’ Europe. 
The resort, at the base of Camelback 
Mountain, models an Andalusian vil-
lage. The Spanish region lends a soulful 
and distinct flavor to the colors, archi-
tecture and décor of the resort and 
spa, with the Alhambra 
Walkway modeled after 
the Alhambra palace 
in Granada, Spain. The 
beautiful arrival dome of 
Joya Spa and more than 
170 antiquities, includ-
ing 16th century hand-
carved antique doors, are 
sourced from Andalusia. 

Another Scottsdale 
meeting and event gem 
is Talking Stick Resort. This Four Dia-
mond property features more than 
100,000 sf of flexible meeting space, 
ideal for full-scale trade shows to inti-
mate board meetings. The hotel confer-
ence center’s 12 meeting rooms can be 
configured into several setups fulfilling 
every aspect of a meeting — creating 
highly productive settings. Both indoor 
and outdoor meeting venues at the 
resort provide a beautiful backdrop of 
the Sonoran Desert, all while boasting 
award-winning catering, an award-win-
ning spa, championship golf and live 

entertainment in the 650-seat Show-
room, an ideal locale for large gather-
ings and keynote speakers; Degree 
270; Players Sports Bar; and Shadows, 
an elegant martini and cigar bar. The 
Tower Club Lounge, located on the 
highest guest accommodations floor, is 
the ideal gathering space, boasting sleek 
décor plus floor-to-ceiling windows 
allow visitors to take in the views of 
the surrounding mountains. For meet-
ing planners looking for a variety of 
meeting options, Talking Stick Resort 
includes a Salt River Grand Ballroom, 
which accommodates 2,000 attendees.

Wrapping up Scottsdale’s offerings, 
Boulders Resort & Spa Scottsdale, Curio 
Collection by Hilton, was designed to 
blend beautifully into its Sonoran Des-
ert surroundings. It offers 50,000 sf of 

indoor and outdoor event spaces, two 
award-winning golf courses, 33,000 sf 
of spa and fitness facilities and five eat-
eries offering everything from South-
western to American cuisine. 

The 1,300 acres of desert and rock 
formations surrounding the resort offer 
many opportunities for outdoor activi-
ties without leaving the property.

REMODELING FOR PROGRESS
Imagine meeting attendees gath-

ering at dusk after an entire day of 
meetings, to be serenaded by a Native 

American flute player delighting all 
with the soothing sounds of indigenous 
music. Meetings and events at El Con-
quistador Tucson, A Hilton Resort, go 
far beyond the boardroom or the ball-
room. Named a 2018 ‘Best Experiential 
Hotel’ by Hotel Interactive Lodging 
Industry Elite Awards and the only 
resort in Arizona to achieve the AAA 
Four Diamond designation for 36 years 
straight, the resort understands how 
to engage attendees and embrace the 
local culture.

The resort offers 428 recently 
remodeled guest rooms and suites teem-
ing in luxury and comfort. Uniquely 
Southwest, El Conquistador Tucson 
offers more than 100,000 sf of indoor 
and outdoor function space. Conduct 
meetings around a fire pit or alongside 

the chef’s herb garden.
The resort fea-

tures two 12,000-sf 
ballrooms for maxi-
mum flexibility and 
an IACC Conference 
facility with amazing 
views. Last Territory 
Western venue — an 
on-site location that 
provides a taste of 
the Old West — is an 

indoor and outdoor venue with picnic 
tables, string lighting, fire pits, built-
in outdoor barbecue, space for a band 
and/or dancing, indoor bar and more. 
Guests feel like they’ve gone off prop-
erty, but without the hassle and expense 
of transportation.

Spanning 50 acres, El Conquista-
dor also features amenities such as the 
Linda Vista hiking trail, tennis, golf, 
five pools, and activities such as bird-
watching, photography, biking, guided 
hikes and fitness classes. What’s more, 
for nature lovers, Catalina State Park is 

“The biggest ‘wow’ factor 
for our attendees was the 

fabulous ‘break room.’”

Holly Ann Dewing
Senior Administrative Assistant, Management 
Consulting and Forensic & Valuation Services, 

Strategy & Operations, Plante Moran

Arizona offers activities — such as Jeep tours 
— for attendees to explore the state’s diversity 
of scenic mountain and other outdoor areas. 

PHOTO COURTESY OF SCOTTSDALE CONVENTION & VISITORS BUREAU
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Attendees looking for 
an outdoor event can 
choose to go horseback 
riding along hundreds of 
trails in Arizona.
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BEYOND
THE BALLROOM

See why Tucson’s one-of-a-kind culture creates an experience that 
extends beyond the ballroom. Book now through 2022 and earn up to 

$15,000 OFF your Master Account. 

TucsonOnUs.com
FIND OUT MORE:

five minutes from the resort’s door and 
is the perfect way to get acquainted 
with the different types of flora and 
fauna. Horseback trail riding is another 
distinctive way to see and experience 
the setting, and allows attendees to 
unleash their inner cowboy.

Also, a new $3.1 million spa is being 
built on-site that will really enhance El 
Conquistador’s current offerings and 
add value to each and every meeting 
experience, whether for the partici-
pants or their accompanying guests and 
family. It is expected to be completed in 
the first quarter of this year.

For the ultimate interactive experi-
ence, the resort staff can arrange scav-
enger hunts, team-building activities, 
and have groups work with the culinary 
team for sangria and salsa challenges 
and chef demonstrations.

Also in Tucson, The Westin La 
Paloma Resort & Spa presents spec-
tacular views of the Santa Catalina 
Mountains in the Sonoran Desert. The 
AAA Four-Diamond hotel offers 92,355 
sf of indoor and outdoor event space, 
five outdoor pools with cabanas, golf 
at the Jack Nicklaus Signature Golf 
Course and soothing massages at the 
9,300-sf Mynd Spa & Salon. The resort, 
16 miles from Tucson International Air-
port (TUS), also offers seven eateries, 
including: AZuL Restaurant, offering 
Southwestern fare; Sabino’s Pool Bar 
& Grill, offering sandwiches; Contigo 
Latin Kitchen, offering Latin American 
meals; and AZul Lounge. 

Its largest rooms are the Arizona 
Ballroom, at 17,479 sf, which can accom-
modate up to 2,100 attendees reception-
style, and the Grand Pavilion, which at 

13,448 sf, can accommodate up to 1,200 
attendees theater- or reception-style.

Another top-notch venue in Tucson, 
Loews Ventana Canyon Resort, also sits 
against the Santa Catalina Mountains. It 
was named by USA Today as one of the 
“10 Best Luxury Hotels in Tucson,” “10 
Best Romantic Hotels in Tucson” and 
“10 Best Family Friendly Hotels in Tuc-
son” from 2014 to 2019.

In addition to its 398 guest rooms — 
which includes 27 suites — it has two 
heated pools, two award-winning PGA 
golf courses and the Lakeside Spa.

Culinary choices include Flying V Bar 
& Grill, Canyon Café, Vista Barista, Bill’s 
Grill and Cascade Lounge. There is also 
the Blues, Brews & BBQ Sunday Brunch, 
where chefs gather poolside and serve 
food from the grill directly to the plate.

As for meetings and conventions, the 
resort offers 37,000 sf of indoor func-
tion space. The 10,800-sf Kiva Ballroom 
has a seating capacity of 1,000 attend-
ees, while the Grand Ballroom encom-
passes 8,875 sf and can seat up to 900. 
The resort also offers nearly 40,000 sf 
of outdoor space, which includes the 
exclusive 22,000-sf Coyote Corral.

CELEBRATING ‘ALL 
THINGS ARIZONA’

The Enchantment Resort in Sedona 
is teeming with sophisticated South-
western décor. Offering nine dynamic 
event spaces conveniently located 
within the resort’s Meeting Village, 
Enchantment Resort’s indoor and out-
door venue spaces range from 608 sf 
to 19,000 sf. The spaces include every-
thing from ballrooms with floor-to-ceil-
ing windows accommodating up to 540 

attendees to smaller meeting spaces 
outfitted with cutting-edge technology 
and sophisticated Southwestern décor.

The resort’s natural beauty and 
serenity in the heart of Sedona’s Boyn-
ton Canyon, matched with cutting-edge 
facilities and unparalleled service from 
an expert on-site team, makes Enchant-
ment Resort a standout choice among 
meetings and events professionals.

In addition, the resort offers ‘Meet-
ings in Balance,’ which is a new suite 
of wellness breaks led by the experts at 
Enchantment Resort’s award-winning 
spa, Mii amo. A few options to help fuel 
inspiration and productivity include a 
group guided meditation, watercolor 
class, aura photography lecture and 
beading with intention.

Phoenix is also a popular Arizona 
destination for meeting planners. Ari-
zona’s capital city has more than 185 
hotels and resorts with nearly 28,000 
rooms for attendees. Its population of 
1.6 million people in the city proper 
makes it the fifth-largest city in the U.S.

The largest hotel in Phoenix is 
downtown’s Sheraton Grand Phoenix 
with 1,000 rooms. The JW Marriott 
Desert Ridge Resort & Spa has 950 
rooms, Arizona Grand Resort & Spa has 
744 rooms, Arizona Biltmore Resort & 
Spa has 738 rooms and the Westin Kier-
land Resort & Spa has 732 rooms. 

The Phoenix area offers an array of 
outdoor activities such as hiking, bik-
ing and water sports. There are also 
art exhibitions and festivals, theater, 
museums, carnivals, wildlife parks, and 
of course, golf. In short, something for 
the whims of any and all conference and 
event attendees.  | AC&F |

Tucson’s downtown is divided into six districts, each with its own, unique personality: the Congress Street District, considered the ‘main drag;’ the Fourth 
Avenue District, highlighting the city’s ‘off-beat culture;’ the Main Gate District, linking downtown to the University of Arizona; the historic Presidio 
District; the Sentinel District, near the city’s birthplace; and the Tucson Convention Center District, downtown’s meetings and events center.
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T
wo of the current top 10 U.S. 
convention cities are in Flor-
ida. Each with a distinctive 
vibe, culture and attractions, 

Orlando and Miami showcase the diver-
sity of the state’s meeting destinations 

— and they aren’t the Sunshine State’s 
only superb cities for meeting planners 
to consider. Other Florida cities to make 
the top 50 best convention cities list are 
Fort Lauderdale, Tampa and Kissim-
mee. On another list, Daytona Beach and 
Palm Beach County are also included 
in the top 25.

But, of course, even a city among the 
top 10 may not be exactly right for a partic-
ular group, and that’s what really matters. 
Where are the cities that have the right 
location, size, infrastructure, weather, 
ambience, hotel brands, CVB, availability 
and draw for your meeting? That’s where 
the state really shines. Florida offers so 
many different options in so many differ-

ent parts of the state that it can attract and 
support any size or type of event.

Where is your perfect Florida meeting 
destination? Tampa on the Gulf Coast of 
the state and Hollywood on the Atlantic 
Coast, for example, are excellent meeting 
destinations, but very different in tone 
and ambience. What they share, however, 
is that they’re both locations where Hard 
Rock properties transformed with com-
bined renovations totaling $2.2 billion, 
completed last fall. Seminole Hard Rock 
Hotel & Casino, Tampa added new restau-
rants and dining options and a new hotel 
tower with more than 500 rooms, pools 
and new meeting space.

Seminole Hard Rock Hotel & Casino, 
Hollywood upped its dining and bar 
options. While impressive, the standout 
is the new guitar-shaped Guitar Hotel. 
The 450-foot tower adds 638 new guest 
rooms to the property. Combine that 
with the new swim-up luxury suites at 

37

FLORIDA
The ‘Sunshine State’s’ 

Diverse Venues Will Make 
Any Meeting a Success

By Christine Loomis

DESTINATIONREPORT

Seminole Hard Rock Hotel & Casino, 
Tampa completed $700 million in 

renovations also in the fall.

Seminole Hard Rock 
Hotel & Casino, 
Hollywood wrapped 
up a $1.5 billion 
refresh in the fall.
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the Oasis Tower, for a total of 1,271 guest 
rooms. That’s where Todd Winston, 
president and CEO of T Global Partners, 
a meeting and event planning and solu-
tions company based in Fort Lauderdale, 
has already booked multiple groups over 
the next two years, including a group of 
800 attendees for a franchisee conven-
tion and trade show in the spring. He 
says the property offers the right amount 
of meeting and breakout space, as well 
as the dining and entertainment options 
his groups require.

About staff at the property, Winston 
says, “It’s been an absolute pleasure to 
work with Seminole Hard Rock Hotel 
& Casino’s group sales staff. They 
promptly responded to our initial 
sourcing request, hosted a very 
effective site visit for my clients 
and has been incredibly respon-
sive whenever I or my team 
have reached out.”

He says that the initial inter-
action with a property’s sales 
team sets the tone for how the 
meeting will ultimately unfold, 
and in the case of the Seminole 
Hard Rock Hollywood property, 
that absolutely held true. He has 
no concerns about the meetings he’s 
booked there because of “the level of 
attentiveness they have already shown 
to my clients and my own team.”

MIAMI: MANY RENOVATIONS
In Miami, things are always mov-

ing to a lively beat. Twenty-three hotels 
opened across the city in 2019, adding a 
total of 2,671 new rooms. An additional 
19 hotels are slated for this year, with a 
projected addition of 2,469 new guest 
rooms. Looking to 2021 and beyond, the 
city predicts 34 more new hotels will 
open across Greater Miami and The 

Beaches, bringing a whopping 8,068 
additional hotel rooms to the area. 

But it’s not all about hotels. Plan-
ners with attendees coming from dif-
ferent parts of the world should know 
that millions of passengers who came 
through the airport were almost equally 
divided between domestic and interna-
tional arrivals, and multiple airlines are 
scheduled to offer new service to the 

‘Magic City’ in the coming months.
Hyatt Regency Miami and Nau-

tilus by Arlo hotel both underwent 
anticipated renovations last year. The 
good news for groups that bring fam-
ily along to conventions is that Eden 
Roc Miami Beach recently opened a 
new children’s club and program for 

ages 4 to 12, as well as additional family 
friendly experiences. And finally, the 
new Miami Beach Convention Center 
wrapped up the main phase of its three-
year, $620 million renovation in the fall. 
The improvements include the addition 
of 263,000 sf of space, 10 new meeting 
rooms and LEED Silver certification.

ORLANDO: THEME PARK CITY
It’s an understatement to say that 

planners have a huge range of hotels 
and resorts to choose from in Orlando 
and the surrounding area. Some groups 
want to be in or just outside the major 

theme parks. Others prefer to set their 
meetings away from the festive — but 
often more hectic — vicinity of the parks.

Located 10 minutes from Orlando’s 
airport and a very short distance from 
the Orange County Convention Center, 
Rosen Shingle Creek is a full-service 
meeting destination unto itself, with 
more than 1,500 guest rooms and 524,000 
sf of indoor and outdoor meeting and 
event space. It also has an 18-hole, Arnold 
Palmer-designed golf course, multiple 
pools, tennis courts and an expansive 
spa, making it ideal for meetings and 
conventions. A Universal Orlando hotel 
partner, guests here have complimentary 
transportation between the hotel and 
Universal Orlando, SeaWorld Orlando 
and Aquatica, which helps planners keep 
transportation budgets in line.

Omni Orlando Resort at Champi-
onsGate provides stellar meeting and 
activity options, and is located about 9 
miles south of Walt Disney World and 
36 miles south of downtown Orlando. 
The Omni offers planners and their 
groups 36 holes of championship golf 
and 15 acres of recreation, and prides 

itself on being “a premier 
golf, meeting and conven-
tion destination.”

Gary Petty, president and 
CEO of the National Private 
Truck Council, brought the 
group’s National Safety Con-
ference to the Omni in the 
fall, with 275 in attendance. 

“Omni Orlando Resort at 
ChampionsGate was the per-
fect site for our event of 275 

people over two full days,” he says. “The 
venue is tastefully upscale for a business 
meeting. Staff service and food qual-
ity were the best we have experienced 
at this event.”

Both the destination and resort 
figured into the decision to book the 
meeting there. “The main reason was 
Orlando as a draw,” Petty says, “and the 
Omni was the recommended choice by 
an Omni property at another location.”

The resort’s facilities and spaces were 
an ideal match for the group’s needs. “Our 
National Safety Conference is designed 
as a self-contained event where busi-

ness meetings, the trade exhibit hall, the 
receptions, meals and lodging rooms are 
in a single location. Nothing happened 
outside the hotel,” he notes.

He offers solid praise for the staff 
at the Omni. “Virtually everyone at the 
hotel, from general manager to wait 
staff, were just exceptional. A few prob-
lems with one of our major accounts 
was solved perfectly in short order. All 
of our attendees commented on the 
superb quality of service, the beautiful 
property, great food and a ‘vibe’ of class 
and professionalism.”

Petty highly recommends that plan-
ners consider and work with the resort. 

“The Omni Orlando Resort at 
ChampionsGate wants your 
business and will work hard 
to earn it. They do not take the 
attitude that Orlando sells itself 
and the Omni speaks for itself. 
The hotel staff made special 
accommodations to make our 
event even more successful.”

Additionally, he says, 
“Expect nearly a 100% approval 
rating from your attendees 
after holding your event at this resort. 
The only ‘complaint’ we received was 
from a long-standing member who 
asked, ‘What took us so long to have a 
meeting at this great resort?’”

Janella Thaxton, senior event man-
ager for MOMCon, the annual confer-
ence for members of Mothers of Pre-
schoolers, is among those who prefer a 
location close to the theme parks, in this 
case at the Walt Disney World Resort. 
The hotel choice for last fall’s conference 
of 2,500 attendees was the Walt Disney 
World Swan and Dolphin Resort.

“We hadn’t been back to the east 
coast in several years and of course 
the hotel was a really good location to 
make it more of a destination for moms 
to brings their families, which they did.”

She says the good fit was a combi-
nation of the destination itself and “a 
really good hotel package rate.” The 
Walt Disney World Swan and Dolphin 
Resort was also ideal, Thaxton notes, 
because of its location. “It is in the 
middle of Walt Disney World and only 
about 20 minutes from the airport.”

Thaxton and her group found the 
hotel staff to be a great asset for this 
meeting. “The entire staff was super 
great to work with. They were very 
friendly, kind and flexible. I’ve been 
doing this for about 23 years and it’s 
awesome to work with teams that try 
to customize our event so that we’re 
not like every other event,” she says. “I 
love how they were flexible and person-
alized a few things specifically for our 
show since it was all female attendees. 
They were very sensitive to that. The 
external vendors, decorators and, of 
course, the resort staff were all wonder-
ful to work with.”

One thing to consider in planning 
a fall event in Florida is the possibility 
of a hurricane. Should a weather event 
occur, you want to know that your own 
staff as well as resort and destination 
staff are well prepared to handle the 
situation and keep attendees safe.

“We were there during the weekend 
of Hurricane Dorian,” Thaxton says. 

“All the solutions we came up with for 
‘Plan B,’ just in case, all worked out to 
our benefit. The hurricane ended up not 
hitting Orlando and moms were able to 
fly in just fine. The event was great; we 
didn’t even have any speakers cancel.”

DAYTONA BEACH: 
UP AND COMING

Just northeast of Orlando, the Day-
tona Beach area boasts more than 200 
properties and 12,000 rooms, and has 
invested more than $2 billion in reno-
vations and construction — from new 
hotels and renovations to attractions 
and eateries. 

Convention hotels in the area include: 
Hilton Daytona Beach Oceanfront Resort, 
which offers 60,000 sf of indoor and out-
door meeting space; Plaza Resort & Spa, 
offering 40,000 sf of indoor and outdoor 
meeting space; The Shores Resort & 
Spa, offering 20,000 sf of meeting and 

event space; Daytona Beach 
Resort & Conference Center, 
offering 17,000 sf of flexible 
event space; and El Caribe 
Resort & Conference Center, 
offering 12,000 sf. Another 
venue, the venerable Day-
tona International Speedway, 
offers 120,000 sf of flexible 
meeting space. 

However, the jewel of the 
area’s convention and events 

business is Ocean Center Daytona Beach. 
The fifth-largest convention center in 
Florida, it offers: 

• 205,000 sf of meeting space. 
• 164,000 sf of interior exhibit space.
• 100,000 sf of exterior exhibit space.
• A 42,000-sf arena with  9,600 seats.
• 32,000 sf of space in 36 

breakout rooms.
• A 12,000-sf Banquet Hall 

that seats 850. 

JACKSONVILLE: JUST RIGHT
Just a few miles north along Inter-

state 95 sits Jacksonville, which offers 22 

The Omni Orlando Resort at ChampionsGate 
offers 248,111 sf of meeting and banquet space, 

which includes three ballrooms ranging from 
20,000 to 28,800 sf.

The Miami Beach Convention Center wrapped 
up the main phase of its three-year, $620 million 
renovation last fall. The improvements include 
the addition of 263,000 sf of space, 10 new 
meeting rooms and LEED Silver certification. 

“It’s been an absolute 
pleasure to work with 
Seminole Hard Rock 

Hotel & Casino’s group 
sales staff.

Todd Winston
President and CEO
T Global Partners

“The hotel was a really 
good location to make 
it more of a destination 
for moms to bring their 

families, which they did.”
Janella Thaxton

Senior Event Manager
MOPS/MOMCon
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miles of beaches, a vibrant nightlife and 
street arts scene, excellent cuisine, parks, 
fishing, historic neighborhoods and more. 
Lonely Planet ranked Jacksonville on its 
list of the world’s “10 Best Value Destina-
tions for 2018,” the only U.S. city to make 
the list, and Expedia named Jacksonville 
as one of “21 Supercool U.S. Cities.”

The city’s premier meeting space, the 
Prime F. Osborn III Convention Cen-
ter, offers 275,000 sf of flexible meet-
ing space, plus 78,500 sf of continuous 
exhibit space minutes from the Jackson-
ville International Airport and less than 
a mile from more than 2,300 hotel rooms. 

There is an abundance of unique 
event spaces available, including: the 
Adam W. Herbert University Cen-
ter, which offers 43,000 sf of meeting 
space; the Autobahn Indoor Speed-
way, an indoor kart track which can be 
rented for team-building exercises; and 
the historic, 1,900-seat Florida The-
atre, which opened in 1927 and offers 
nearly 5,000 sf on three lobby levels, 
an intimate private room and a 40-foot 
movie screen. 

Jacksonville has more than 18,000 
guest rooms throughout the Downtown, 
beaches and suburban areas, and the 
city offers an array of big-name conven-
tion hotels that can accommodate any 
number of attendees.

NAPLES: NICE AND STYLISH
Set along the quieter Gulf Coast on 

Florida’s southwest, Naples is a stylish, 
upscale town with a variety of boutique 
and resort hotels, many a short walk 
from the destination’s sublime stretch of 
beaches. Naples is just 35 minutes from 

Southwest Florida International Airport, 
which provides nonstop service from 39 
domestic and four international desti-
nations by multiple airlines. The hotels 
that can meet the needs of larger groups 
as well. Several off-site venues include 
the Naples Zoo; the Artis-Naples cul-
tural campus, with an auditorium that 
can seat 1,425 attendees; and NGALA 
Wildlife Reserve, which can accom-
modate up to 1,000 for hors d’oeuvres 
and dinner in the company of giraffes 
and other wild critters nearby. At the 
Naples Conference Center, groups rang-
ing from 10 to 255 can make use of well-
appointed meeting and education space.

La Playa Beach & Golf Resort sits 
between the Gulf of Mexico and Vander-
bilt Bay, and while it’s upscale, it also 
reflects the ‘barefoot elegance’ ethos of 
many of the resorts on this side of the 
state. Last year the resort hosted an event 
for a group of 165 attendees. 

The associations’s meetings are very 
work-oriented. “The objective was to get 
attendees to continue and complete work 
on existing projects,” notes the group’s 
planner. As for activities, the attendees 
were on their own to choose from all the 
resort and Naples offer.

Banquets are the primary dining 

options the group uses, and the planner 
says the chef “was very willing to work 
with us on menus.” In summing up the 
experience for the group, she adds simply, 

“All went smoothly.” More importantly, 
perhaps, the planner and the association 
appreciate that so many of the same staff 
are at the resort year after year. “They 
are very familiar with our group and 
welcome us back like family.”

LEE COUNTY: LAID BACK
Just north of Naples, Lee County com-

munities Bonita Springs & Estero, Cape 
Coral, Fort Myers Beach, Fort Myers, 
North Fort Myers, Pine Island & Matlacha 
and Sanibel & Captiva Islands offer away-
from-the-crowds beach ambience. Area 
convention and event resorts include: 
The Westin Cape Coral Resort at Marina 
Village, which offers more than 50,000 
sf of indoor and outdoor event venues 
and modern meeting rooms; South Seas 
Island Resort on Captiva Island, which 
offers more than 31,000 sf of flexible 
indoor meeting space; and Hyatt Regency 
Coconut Point Resort and Spa in Bonita 
Springs, which offers more than 82,500 
sf of indoor and outdoor event space. 
Activities include bird-watching, biking, 
hiking, water sports, golf and even spring 
training baseball. 

East Coast, Gulf Coast, Panhandle and 
Northeast; down to Miami and Key West, 
Florida is a state that makes planning 
easy because there’s so much to choose 
from. And though it’s particularly attrac-
tive in winter for groups wanting to get 
out of the cold, summer pricing can also 
be a bonus for tighter budgets.  | AC&F |

MOMCon, the annual conference for members 
of MOPS (Mothers of Preschoolers), found 
that the Walt Disney World Swan and Dolphin 
Resort offered all the amenities it needed. 

La Playa Beach & Golf Resort hosted a recent 
event for an association with 165 attendees. 
Many say they like seeing the familiar faces 

among the staff year after year.

PHOTO COURTESY JANELLA THAXTON
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A
s one of the country’s 
most popular destina-
tions, New Orleans has 
always been a creative 
combo of creole and 
Cajun, raucous rev-

elry and made-in-the-south gentility, 
French colonial architecture and ante-
bellum plantation homes. To sweeten 
the deal, there’s music ranging from 
R&B and jazz to Dixieland and Zydeco, 
and such distinctive food choices as 
powder-sugared beignets and spicy 
crawfish etouffee. It’s a city that’s for-
ever been known for its conglomeration 
of contrasts — forever a meeting plan-
ner’s playground.

However, there’s more — the debut 
of a new airport terminal and conven-
tion center renovations on the calendar. 
So, if you’re a ‘think-outside-the-box’ 
kind of a planner and you’re tasked 
with taking your group to a destination 
unlike any other, but with the added 
perks of comfort and convenience, 
think New Orleans. 

RETURN ENGAGEMENTS
In agreement is Tami Rollins, CMP, 

CEM, director, Global Education and 
Meetings with the Alexandria, Vir-
ginia-based American Academy of Oto-
laryngology-Head and Neck Surgery 
(AAO-HNS), an association which first 
met in New Orleans in 1899, returned 
in the 1980s for three meetings, in the 
1990s for two meetings, and again last 
September. Hosting 7,000-plus attend-
ees from more than 80 countries and 
approximately 250 exhibiting compa-
nies for the AAO-HNS Annual Meeting 

and OTO Experience over the course 
of four days, Rollins explains the asso-
ciation’s recent return. “We came back 
to New Orleans last year to meet the 
desires of our attendees who shared 
with us their interest and excitement 
for the city. Their enthusiasm was 
echoed by our leadership who made 
the ultimate decision to host our annual 
meeting in New Orleans once again.”  

The New Orleans Ernest N. Morial 
Convention Center (ENMCC) was an 
additional enticement. “The conven-
tion center met our square footage 
requirements for exhibits and intensive 
space needs for 30 concurrent educa-

tional sessions, plus association offices.”
While the President’s Reception for 

2,300 was hosted at Mardi Gras World, 
another distinctively New Orleans out-
ing was the Board of Directors’ Dinner 
held at the Riverview Room. Located 
atop Jax Brewery on the French Quar-
ter riverfront and managed by the New 
Orleans Cooking School, it was an inter-
active evening involving a cooking dem-
onstration and participants’ creation of 
their own dessert — Bananas Foster.

Rollins’ advice to other planners 
considering this destination: “With 
more than 1 million sf of exhibit space 
and 20,000-plus hotel rooms, New 

The ‘Big Easy’ 
Keeps Its Hold 
Atop the List 
of First-Tier 

Destinations for 
Attendees and 
Planners Alike

By Cynthia Dial

DESTINATIONREPORT

New Orleans can claim a 
unique ambience through 
its culture of music, food 
and entertainment unlike 
any other destination.

“As the birthplace of 
Jazz, the sounds of the 
city make it easy to extend 
networking hours beyond 
the walls of the meeting 
room,” says Stephanie 
Turner, vice president of 
Convention Sales and 
Strategies, New Orleans & 
Company. She cites Pres-
ervation Hall as the cor-
nerstone of the history and 
future of New Orleans’ music, and a 
great venue to experience as a team. 

The Sazerac House takes visitors 
through the history and culture of 
cocktails in New Orleans. With room 
to roam, an exclusive tasting can be 

reserved for a team of any 
size, or book the 3,500-sf 
space for a private event.  

Team building New 
Orleans-style, however, 
goes beyond music —
extending to scavenger 
hunts through the French 
Quarter, building a group 
Mardi Gras float, even 
exploring voodoo temples. 

One exclusive activity is Sip 
& Sew, which teaches guests about 
the Mardi Gras Indian tradition — it’s a 
mix of beverages, music and learning 
the art of hand beading and sequin 
designs on canvas to create a souve-
nir of this creative event.  | AC&F |

UNIQUE VENUES
New Orleans, an Extraordinary Place for  

All Things Out-of-the-Ordinary

THE ‘NEW’
NEW ORLEANS
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Orleans has the bandwidth to accom-
modate any size group. And it will truly 
be a destination of convenience with 
the new airport and the new Omni 
headquarters hotel, which is online.”

LOTS TO LIKE
 Having repeatedly followed that 

advice is Jared Cohen, CMP, director 
of the National Conference & Exhibi-
tion with the American Academy of 
Pediatrics (AAP), based in the Chi-

cago area. “Being a medi-
cal meeting, we’re pretty 
space-intensive, so we have 
to use the city’s’ largest 
facilities. New Orleans has 
ample hotel inventory and 
one of the country’s largest 
convention centers, which 
is needed for the size of our 
meeting.” Most recently, 
the organization’s National 
Conference & Exhibition 
of approximately 15,000 
attendees was in New 
Orleans last fall. Frequently 

held in New Orleans and always at the 
ENMCC and the Hilton New Orleans 
Riverside, AAP uses about 30 addi-
tional hotels for sleeping rooms. 

When asked to name anything 
exceptional with respect to New 
Orleans’ F&B, Cohen responds with 
one word — “everything.” Proclaim-
ing this city of more than 1,200 restau-
rants is hands-down favorite for din-
ing, he explains: “From local Southern 
favorites to high-end steaks and sea-
food, I’ve yet to find a disappointing 
meal. And if you like bread pudding, 
you can’t go wrong anywhere you go. 
My favorite is from Redfish Grill — 
the double chocolate bread pudding 

— unbelievable.”
Off-site events included an eve-

ning at the National WWII Museum 
for a private event of 3,000, giving the 
group access to the entire downtown 
campus and admission to the 4-D 
show, Beyond All Boundaries which 
is narrated by Tom Hanks. There 
was also a family reception called 
AAP Kids’ Camp held at the Audu-
bon Aquarium of the Americas and 
a 5K Fun Run alongside the Missis-
sippi River. The association’s choice 
of keynotes is additionally impressive 

— including such luminaries from the 
nation’s capital as U.S. Supreme Court 
Justice Sonya Sotomayor and U.S. Rep-
resentative Dr. Kim Schrier. 

CENTRAL LOCATION
A Washington D.C.-based conser-

vative educational association and 
their decision maker also chose New 
Orleans, taking the group of 400 to 
The Ritz-Carlton, New Orleans for 
the fourth time last fall. As director of 
conferences for this prestigious orga-
nization, which heads out for three 
consecutive days, three times a year, 
in destinations across the country, 
she explains the repeated selection of 
this by-the-bayou town. “Its location 
is central for our attendees — most of 
whom come from the East and West 
coasts — and you can’t beat its off-the-
grid offerings from Jackson Square to 
the streetcars to the riverwalk. Even 
the cemeteries are fascinating.” 

Where else can an association 
host its opening night reception for 
an assembly of 130, designated the 
Elite Group, in a venue like Mardi 
Gras World, the 300,000-sf setting 
where the city’s renowned Mardi Gras 
parade floats are constructed? Set in 
the warehouse’s distinctive replica-
tion of a Southern plantation home, 
the evening was an across-the-board 
hit, beginning with its walk-in wel-
come to the music of a live jazz band.

But coupled with the city’s offer-
ings is the Ritz-Carlton’s appeal. “You 
know when you’re really wanted by a 
hotel?” the planner asks. “That makes a 
difference.” This property’s assistance 

— from the general manager escorting 
the meeting specialist through a back-
of-the-house shortcut to a meeting 

room to the precision coordination 
with the U.S. Secret Service in prepa-
ration of speaker Vice President Mike 
Pence’s visit — the Ritz-Carlton staff 
was at the top of its game. “This hotel 
is a dream for meeting planners. They 
do so much of the work for me,” says 
the D.C. pro of this Southern hotel she 
considers one of the country’s best. 

“Whether it’s the sales staff, conference 
services, or housekeeping, everyone 
is incredibly helpful. They just never 
say ‘No.’” It’s all-of-the-above quali-
ties of this hotel’s brand that explain 
the association planner’s 
practice each time upon 
learning the next meeting’s 
setting to first check if that 
city has a Ritz-Carlton.

Though the 527-room 
property opened in 2000 
with a $250 million restora-
tion of the historic Maison 
Blanche Building and offers 
29 meeting rooms, more 
than 35,000 sf of total meet-
ing space, in addition to a 
recent $43 million guest 
room renovation, it has an 
intimate ambiance. The 
Ritz-Carlton, New Orleans, 
feels as though you are not 
in a hotel but in a wonderful estate in 
the city’s Garden District.

Trade show consultant, Candy 
Adams, CTSM, CEM, CMP, CMM, 
founder and owner of The Booth Mom 
for Trade Show Consulting, most 
recently paired New Orleans with an 

The Ritz-Carlton, New Orleans, located in the historic French Quarter near the Saenger Theatre and 
the Mercedes-Benz Superdome, offers 29 meeting rooms and more than 35,000 sf of total meeting 
space that includes a Grand Ballroom that can accommodate more than 800 guests.

 “Being a medical meeting, we’re 
pretty space-intensive so we have to 

use the city’s largest facilities.”

Jared Cohen, CMP
Director, National Conference & Exhibition 

American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP)

F rom attendees to meeting 
planners to destination man-
agement companies, it’s all 
about perspectives. Here’s 

the perspective from a local, Carling 
Dinkler, president of Custom Conven-
tions, a New Orleans-based DMC. 

Having recently been hired to pro-
vide attention-holding activities for 
an association trade show, Dinkler 
is candid. “Truth be told, it’s to keep 
attendees engaged, giving the sellers 
more time with these potential buy-
ers.” From tarot card readers to golf 
swing analysis, these are the 
types of diversions this DMC 
has deemed attention-worthy. 

Catering to millennials 
means change. “We are doing 
more creative and cultural 
activities as the generation 
shift is into much more action 
and diversity,” says the spe-
cialist. He explains that larger 
associations almost always 
include an early morning run 
along with yoga, and a health 
fitness advisor is available 
for attendee interaction. And 
because NOLA is such a famous food 
town, many associations offer walking 
culinary tours and pub crawls to not 
only taste, but to learn how to make 
popular local foods and mix such 
iconic cocktails as the Hurricane, Saz-
erac and Ramos Gin Fizz.

Responsible for re-creating Bour-
bon Street in a hotel ballroom and 
hosting a private party in a bayou 
setting, “authenticity” is the meeting 
world’s buzz word. The days of put-
ting spouses in large motor coaches 
for city tours are gone, replaced with 
activities indigenous to the destina-
tion Dinkler explains. “Life is short, 
and millennial attendees are in a hurry 
to consume it all.” The DMC president 
sees his job as providing these experi-
ences and meeting this adventurous 
generation’s expectations. “Zip lining 
from the hotel to the convention cen-
ter has not replaced the shuttle bus, 
but one has to wonder if this possibil-
ity could be next.”  | AC&F | 

NUTS, 
BOLTS &

JOLTS 

R ule of thumb: As the desti-
nation evolves, so does the 
meetings market. And in 
today’s New Orleans, a big 

portion of this evolution involves the 
city’s new airport terminal and the 
ENMCC, noted as having the larg-
est prime contiguous exhibit space 
under one roof.

New on the scene as of last fall 
is the Louis Armstrong New Orleans 
International Airport (MSY) terminal, 
the first of its kind to be built in the 
U.S. in more than a decade. It fea-
tures more than 100 check-in coun-
ters and in-line baggage screening; 
a 17-lane security checkpoint; food 
vendors such as Bar Sazerac, Café 
Du Monde and Emeril’s Table and a 
new area dubbed ‘the Jazz Garden,’ 
a live jazz stage in the baggage claim 
area to serve as the city’s official 
musical welcome.

“Our convention center is a blank 
canvas that allows the event organizer 
to be as creative as desired in order 
to best engage, motivate and reward 
their attendees,” says Tim Hemphill, 
CVP, vice president Sales, Marketing 
& Event Services, ENMCC. Embarking 

on a five-year, $557 mil-
lion plan, all 140 meeting 
rooms will be renovated. Of 
additional interest to plan-
ners whose favorite color is 
‘green,’ is ENMCC’s pursuit 
of LEED ‘Silver’ Certification 
in Existing Building Opera-
tions and Maintenance.  

In detailing the first 
phase of the master plan 
to reimagine the area sur-
rounding the convention 
center, New Orleans & 
Company’s VP Stephanie 
Turner provides details. The 
most recent enhancement 
is the Transportation Cen-

ter, from which all shuttles, taxis and 
ride-shares will operate, and in the fall, 
a pedestrian park will open.

The connected, 1,200-room Omni 
Hotel is slated to begin construction 
in 2021 and open in early 2024 with 
150,000 sf of meeting space. | AC&F | 

The Mississippi 
River waterfront in 
New Orleans offers 
a host of activities.

“Life is 
short, and 
millennial 
attendees 

are in a 
hurry to 

consume  
it all.”

“Our 
convention 

center is 
a blank 
canvas 

that allows 
the event 
organizer 
to be as 

creative as 
desired.”

NOLA 
CIRCA 
2020
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international organiza-
tion, a Middle Eastern 
learning institution of 
approximately 300 dur-
ing an IEEE computer 
trade show. While New 
Orleans is known for 
its culinary creativity, 
there were food chal-
lenges for this meet-
ings expert to appro-
priately accommodate 
the predominately 
Muslim group, which 
translated to no pork/
no alcoholic beverages. 

“But, to attract the U.S. 
participants to a mutually attended 
evening reception, alcoholic beverages 
needed to be served — just not in the 
immediate area of the presentation,” 
Adams explained. “It made venue layout 
and menu planning interesting, but we 
made sure to serve appealing ‘mocktails’ 
and foods that did not contain pork.” 

Beyond food, Adams elaborates. 
“As a new university situated outside 
the U.S., it was closely watched by its 
American counterparts which moni-
tored its strategy, faculty and student 
acquisition, growth in various educa-
tional areas/labs, business partner-
ships, funding, etc. This annual event 

was the university’s 
opportunity to strut 
its stuff in front of 
U.S. peers and attract 
potential faculty, col-
laborators, research-
ers and staff.” Success-
ful in no small part due 
to its location, Adams 

gives her final verdict — “New Orleans, 
as a whole, is a draw.”

However, Stephanie Turner, vice 
president of Convention Sales and 
Strategies, New Orleans & Company, 
says it simply but best: “In New Orleans, 
we take care of the details; the good 
times take care of themselves.” | AC&F | 

Our long-time strengths of world class assets and walkability, combined 
with our profound commitment to you to forge a partnership that drives 
unparalleled success in producing an energizing experience for your 
executives, exhibitors, and attendees have been reimagined.

The result...meetings that exceed your attendance, financial and business 
goals and imprint memories of experiences talked about for years.

Choosing New Orleans is a win for you! Call us at 877-366-7425 or visit 
NewOrleans.com/Meetings to book.

TAKE A NEW LOOK 
AT THIS HISTORIC CITY.

HINTS FROM
HOTELIERS

THE GIFT OF TIME
“The biggest piece of advice I would 

offer is to factor plenty of free time into 
your schedule, even consider adding 
shoulder days for attendees to spend 
a bit more time in the city,” says 
Leslie Thompson, CMP, director of 
Sales and Marketing, Residence 
Inn New Orleans French Quarter 
Area/Central Business District — 
the city’s newest-to-the-scene 
property opened last month. 

Set no more than 100 steps in 
any direction to the French Quar-
ter, Thompson expounds that 
isolating a group in a convention 
center all day with planned din-
ners and social hours into the night 
is wasteful. “There is a world outside 
those doors begging for them to come 
out and experience it,” she says. 

CONSULT THE CALENDAR
“Our city has peak, shoulder and 

low seasons, so if your group is budget 
conscious, consider coming during one 
of these seasons,” Thompson says. She 
continues that there is always plenty 
to do and everything is ‘open’ during 

the slow periods, but it is a question of 
how well a group can tolerate the heat. 
“It does get pretty warm and humid in 
July and August, and everyone steers 
clear of ‘hurricane’ season, but truth-
fully, weather rarely affects the flow of 
business.” In summation, she proclaims 
June and September great months for 
some good deals and weather that is 
typically warm but moderate.

TRUST THE TEAM
Distinguished as the New Orleans 

hotel with the most meeting space 
— two ballrooms, two exhibit halls 
and 70 breakout rooms and the city’s 
largest hotel exhibit hall with 50,000 
sf — this property gives many groups 
the option to stay within the hotel and 

not use the convention center, keeping 
all the programming under one roof 
and thereby saving time and avoiding 
transportation costs/center expenses. 
“In a city like New Orleans, conference 
attendees want to take their conference 
experience outside of the hotel,” says 
Darryl Canon, director of sales, Hyatt 
Regency New Orleans. Recognizing 
this preference, the hotel created 1718 

Catering & Events, the hotel’s off-
premise-based catering company 
that adds a taste of New Orleans 
to each meeting by offering plan-
ners the option of taking a portion 
of their meeting to more than 40 
venues across the city. “Whether 
a welcome reception or din-
ner finale, 1718 — catered by our 
award-winning culinary team — 
allows planners to have the con-
fidence that the product and ser-

vice will be up to Hyatt Standards and 
apply toward the group’s contracted 
food and beverage minimum.

In concurrence with Canon, Mela-
nie Walent, director of events, says: 
“We work with meeting planners and 
strongly encourage them to intertwine 
our city’s culture, art and music into 
their program. In our experience, we 
have found this gets the attendees 
more engaged and makes for a more 
productive event.” | AC&F | 

The New Orleans Ernest N. 
Morial Convention Center, 
offering 1.1 million sf of 
contiguous exhibit space, 
is one of the largest such 
centers in the U.S.

The Empire Ballroom at Hyatt Regency New 
Orleans, at 22,500 sf, can accommodate up to 

2,800 attendees in a reception-style setup.
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Hilton Palacio del Rio has appointed Alecia Beebe as 
sales manager for the San Antonio-based hotel. Beebe, 
with nearly three years of hospitality experience, will 
focus on building the Hilton Palacio del Rio brand and 
service offerings throughout the United States. 

Hyatt Regency Boston, located in Downtown Cross-
ing, has named Matthew R. Danto the new associate 
director of Sales and Events, and welcomed Carlos E. 
Rojas as its director of Sales, Marketing and Events. In 
his new role, Danto will oversee all lodging and event 
needs for all corporate groups and co-lead the group 
and event sales teams. Rojas, with more than 17 years of 
hospitality experience, will work with his team to strate-
gically meet sales goals, oversee marketing efforts and 
manage the execution of signature events.

Atlanta Convention & Visitors Bureau (ACVB) has 
named Kayla Donahue manager, National Sales, join-
ing the in-house sales team. In her new role, Donahue 
will be responsible for selling and marketing Atlanta as 
a premier destination for group meetings utilizing 251-
1,200 rooms on peak, prospecting potential business 
and representing ACVB at trade shows and events. 

Visit Saint Paul has enhanced its convention sales 
team with the promotion of Amanda Friedrich to 
director of Sales. Previously national account executive, 
Friedrich has been part of the sales team for 12 years 
and has worked on some of the organization’s largest 
accounts. In addition, the CVB has promoted Josh 
Anderson to national director of Sports Development 
and national account executive. Anderson will be 
responsible for selling Saint Paul as a convention and 
sports destination to meeting and event organizers 
throughout the nation.

Visit Oakland, Oakland California’s official destina-
tion marketing organization, has promoted Rhanee 
Palma, CDME, to chief sales officer. In addition to lead-
ing the sales initiatives of Visit Oakland, her new role 
will also focus on strengthening partnerships to drive 
more hotel development to Oakland. She is the first 
Filipina-American to hold a C-Suite position at Visit 
Oakland and one of the first in the history of the CVB/
DMO space.

Omni Hotels & Resorts has promoted Andrew 
Rubinacci to chief commercial officer. Rubinacci joined 
Omni a year ago as senior vice president of Revenue 
Management and Global Distribution. In his new role, 
Rubinacci will drive revenue generation across the 
organization, aligning marketing, revenue management, 
distribution and sales to better optimize performance. 
In addition, Omni has promoted Dan Surette to chief 
sales officer. In his new role, Surette will intensify efforts 
across all sales channels for Omni Hotels & Resorts. 
Surette will also oversee Omni’s strategic partnerships 
on behalf of the brand.

Cincinnati USA has recently appointed Jackie 
Taggart-Boyd as national sales manager of Diversity 
Sales and Inclusion. Taggart-Boyd joins the CVB with 
nearly 30 years of experience in the local hospitality 
industry. Her extensive hotel experience has earned her 
several accolades, including the Starwood Seller of the 
Year for mid-sized properties. | AC&F | 

Portofino Bay Hotel TM & © 2019 UCF Hotel Venture. All rights reserved. Universal elements and all related indicia TM & © 2019 Universal Studios. All rights reserved. 1943273/MLW
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Inspired by the spirit and beauty of the Bahamas, our venues 
are distinctive for their playful colors and airy interiors. With 
200,000 sq. ft. of flexible indoor and outdoor event space, and 
stunning Cable Beach as a backdrop, we can accommodate 
intimate events and large meetings with a unique Bahamian flair.

Inquire about value dates and exclusive offers.  
Email nasgh-rfp@hyatt.com or call 242-788-7344.
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