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Business Events

The dynamic and fast-expanding business events sector plays a vital role in the professional
lives of hundreds of millions of people worldwide by providing settings in which they
can meet for the purposes of negotiation, deliberation, motivation, the dissemination of
knowledge, and the celebration of their greatest career-related achievements.

This book provides a sound practical and theoretical context for the study of this subject
by covering, in depth, all categories of business-related events including corporate
meetings, association conferences, political events, incentive travel, exhibitions, corporate
hospitality, awards ceremonies and SMERF (social, military, educational, religious and
fraternal) gatherings.

This new edition has been extensively revised and updated to reflect recent developments
in business events, including:

e Five new chapters on business events destination marketing, knowledge, sustainability,
ethics and technology

e New ‘It’s my job’ voice boxes offering practical insights from people employed in
the business events industry

e A wide range of new case studies illustrating business events throughout the world,
including emerging business events destinations such as Russia and the Middle East

Written in an accessible yet analytical manner, Business Events is essential reading for all
students of events, tourism and hospitality management.

Dr Rob Davidson is the Managing Director of MICE Knowledge, a consultancy specialising
in research, education and training services for the business events industry. He is also a
Visiting Professor in four European universities (Strasbourg, France; Karlsruhe, Germany;
Lugano, Switzerland; and Krems, Austria) and he is a Visiting Fellow at the University of
Greenwich in London, UK.
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Preface

At first sight, business events may understandably appear to lack much of the excitement,
colour and glamour of their counterparts in the cultural, sports and social domains.
After all, who doesn’t enjoy a family wedding, a party, a rock concert, a football stadium
packed with cheering fans? Events such as these are already familiar to and appreciated
by most people even before they enter adulthood. By way of contrast, the words ‘business
events’ — especially for those who have no direct experience of them - often conjure up
uninspiring images of middle-aged men in suits sitting in windowless rooms struggling
to keep their attention focused on protracted PowerPoint presentations of last month’s
sales figures.

My primary reason for writing this book is to fundamentally change that perception and
to inspire readers by sharing with them my long-standing passion for business events and
their power to bring people together to share their ideas, interests and enthusiasm with
each other. Business events play a crucial role in the business, intellectual, and political
lives of communities worldwide by providing settings in which people can congregate for
the purposes of negotiation, education, deliberation, motivation and the celebration of
their greatest professional achievements.

Events such as conferences, seminars and colloquia are important occasions for the
creation and transfer of knowledge between participants which produce a wide range
of outcomes, from innovative business practices and problem-solving to breakthroughs
in scientific research that benefit society as a whole. Exhibitions play a vital role in
providing companies and other organisations with an environment in which they can
display their goods and services to potential buyers and network with others in the same
industry. And incentive trips and award ceremonies are exciting, celebratory occasions
designed to recognise and reward the successes and outstanding achievements of the
participants.

The contents of this book are structured as follows. After an introductory chapter,
eight chapters analyse the principal sectors of the business events industry: corporate
meetings, association conferences, SMERF (social, military, educational, religious and
fraternal) gatherings, awards ceremonies, political events, incentive travel, exhibitions
and corporate hospitality. The topic of business events destination marketing is explored
in Chapter 10. And this is followed by four thematic chapters focusing on knowledge,
sustainability, ethics and technology for business events. The vast majority of chapters
conclude with a number of real-life case studies illustrating some of the key points covered
in the chapters. Many of these case studies are written in the words of young men and
women from around the world who have chosen business events as their career paths.

Xvii
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Their obvious enthusiasm and their dedication to their work should reinforce my overall
intent in writing this book: that it should become a source of inspiration for others who
may be motivated to invest their talent, creativity and energy in the business events
industry of tomorrow.

Rob Davidson
London 2018
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I8 An introduction to
business events

Business events in the 21st century

64 educators from all over Canada received their nation’s highest honours for
excellence in teaching at a prestigious awards ceremony in Ottawa, attended
by the Prime Minister.

e Ten top-performing Hong Kong-based distributors of Young Living Essential
Oils won an all-expenses-paid incentive trip to Croatia, which included a visit
to the company’s premises in Split, where flowers are grown for use in Young
Living’s products.

- /

Chapter objectives

On completion of this chapter the reader should be able to:

e Understand the role played by business events in society.

e Identify the principal distinguishing characteristics of business events.

e Understand the various terminologies used to describe business events.

e Appreciate the various benefits of business events and how they may be measured.
e Appreciate the environmental and economic costs of business events.

Introduction to business events: concepts
and definitions

It is impossible to imagine how human society could have evolved into our highly inter-
connected and globalised modern world if the type of events analysed in this book had
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not existed in various forms since the earliest days of mankind’s use of language. The
human drive to meet for the purposes of conferring and trading has been one of the prin-
cipal factors in our remarkable evolution as a species. Whether the gathering was a tribal
sharing of hunting knowledge or ancestral stories; or whether it was the more formal
gatherings of ancient Greek or Roman patricians for the seeking of consensus on law and
government; or whether it was a medieval fair at which artisans and farmers displayed
their products for sale, such events have been an essential element in the development of
civilisation and the advancement of human achievement.

In the 21st century, face-to-face business events continue to represent a vital channel for
trade and for knowledge transfer and knowledge creation, playing a crucial role in the
business, intellectual, and political lives of communities worldwide. They also constitute
a major global economic activity, as an entire industry has emerged, comprising the
specialist professionals who plan, design and host business events. The activities of many
of these individual professions will be highlighted in the pages of this book.

Fundamental to all business events is the basic objective of facilitating communication
between the participants. Accordingly, they may be defined as planned, time-bound
events that bring together colleagues from similar industries, professions or interest
groups to connect with each other in order to share ideas and information, to make
decisions, or simply to enjoy and celebrate their work-related achievements. But while
most business events have multiple purposes, the fundamental objective is almost always
to change the behaviour of the participants in some way, through the facilitating of
education, negotiation, inspiration, motivation, celebration and business connections
between participants.

Individual chapters of this book analyse the specific characteristics and uses of the
principal types of business events and the ways in which they may be designed and
planned for maximum effectiveness: corporate meetings, association conferences, SMERF
(social, military, educational, religious and fraternal) gatherings, awards ceremonies,
governmental and political events, incentive travel, exhibitions, and corporate hospitality.
It can be seen from this list of sectors of the business events industry that the definition
of ‘business’ employed here goes beyond simple commerce and trade to encompass, for
example, the business of government and the business of associations, whether they
represent a particular profession or an interest or cause entirely unrelated to the members’
employment.

The distinguishing characteristics of
business events

While business events take a great number of different forms, they demonstrate several
characteristics that are common to all types.

Location

The vast majority of business events take place in towns and cities. These are the most com-
monly used destinations as most of them offer the supporting infrastructure required for the
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hosting of conferences, exhibitions and political events — for example: venues, hospitality
suppliers and multiple transport connections. They also tend to offer the type of prestigious
sporting and cultural events that are the focus of most corporate hospitality experiences.

But there are exceptions to this rule, and business events are not exclusively confined
to urban centres. Incentive trips, for example, may take place in resorts and spas or in
wilderness areas offering nature-based activities for participants. And, for security reasons,
high-profile political conferences such as the gatherings of the G20 group of nations have
occasionally been held in remote communities such as mountain villages or on small
islands, where the participants can be more easily protected from disturbances created
by protestors. These examples are, however, fairly rare exceptions to the general rule that
business events are predominantly urban-based.

Timing

In terms of days of the week, by far most business events are held between Monday and
Friday, which tend to be the working days of the majority of participants in Western soci-
eties. For corporate meetings in those countries, Tuesdays, Wednesdays and Thursdays
are usually the peak periods, as witnessed by the higher rates often charged by venues for
meetings held on those days. Spring and autumn are the peak seasons for business events,
which generally avoid the summer months, when potential participants’ ability to attend
can be limited by their personal holiday plans.

It can be seen from the above patterns that the timing of most business events is
complementary to the seasonality of leisure travel, most of which takes place at weekends
and during the traditional holiday period of the summer months. This complementarity
with leisure travel adds to the appeal, for destinations and suppliers such as hotels, of
hosting business events, which can offer them a means of levelling out the peaks and
troughs of tourism’s seasonality patterns.

Mobility

With very few exceptions, the organisers of business events are able to use a degree of
discretion in their choice of destinations for the events they plan, because such events
tend to be extremely flexible in terms of where they are held. For example, annual events
such as association conferences and incentive trips almost always change their destina-
tion from year to year, as a means of making themselves more attractive to potential
participants. Even exhibitions, which may be held in the same venue and destination for
many years, are also capable of being moved by the organisers to a different location if
there is a strong business case for doing so. This characteristic of business events makes
them an important focus of the marketing and promotion strategies of destinations and
suppliers aiming to influence the organisers’ decisions as to where the events are held.
The techniques used by destination marketing organisations to win business events for
their countries and cities are explored in Chapter 10.

The mobile quality of business events is often contrasted with the non-discretionary
nature of individual business travel, the destinations of which are generally determined
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by the location of the assignment to be carried out by the traveller. The objective of such
trips could be, for example, to ‘visit clients to close deals, pitch for business or provide
product support; and visit sub-contractors and suppliers to monitor quality control or
negotiate new business’ (Beaverstock et al., 2010:1). Opportunities for destinations to
attract individual business trips are extremely limited, as the locations of such trips are
pre-determined and beyond the influence of the promotional activities of destination
marketing organisations and individual venues.

Fusion

Although the different sectors of the business events industry — corporate meetings, asso-
ciation conferences, SMERF gatherings, awards ceremonies, governmental and political
events, incentive travel, exhibitions, and corporate hospitality — are widely accepted to
be discrete types of events, each with its own objectives and formats, in practice they
are often combined into hybrid forms. For example, many large conferences include an
exhibition of products and services of interest to the participants. Accordingly, a major
conference for dentists may have, running in parallel in the same venue, an exhibition
of dental tools, equipment and drugs that participants can visit during breaks in the con-
ference programme. Similarly, most exhibitions are accompanied by an educational sem-
inar programme, whereby visitors are able to attend presentations by experts and panel
discussions related to the topic of the exhibition. And many incentive trips include a
work element such as a half-day training session or a brainstorming meeting. This fusion
between different types of business event is characteristic of this industry and it offers the
potential to add considerable value to the events, from the participants’ point of view.

In-person interaction

Even in the age of widespread electronic communication, the type of in-person inter-
action facilitated by business events represents a major aspect of their distinctive and
enduring power. From a psychological perspective, there are a number of characteristics
of face-to-face events that give them considerable advantages over other forms of com-
munication. Arvey (2009) outlines these as follows:

e  Face-to-face meetings allow members to engage in and observe verbal and non-verbal
behavioural styles not captured in most computer-mediated communication.

e TFace-to-face meetings occur in ‘real time’ as opposed to non-synchronised time.
Computer-mediated communications can be delayed for a variety of reasons, not
always received, and sometimes disrupted because of technical problems.

e TFace-to-face business meetings provide human contact, which is a fundamental
primitive need among human beings, as we are social creatures.

e  Face-to-face business meetings afford participants opportunities to develop transpar-
ency and trust among each other in ways that are not always possible with other
forms of communications.
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e Face-to-face business meetings allow members to evaluate and judge the integrity,
competencies and skills (for example, the verbal skills) of other participants and
leaders in ways that are not easily evaluated in computer-mediated communications.

Nevertheless, it is undeniable that the extraordinary advances in technology-enabled
communication formats in the 21st century have produced systems that, for the organisers
of some types of event, provide an attractive alternative to in-person events at which all
participants are physically present. This theme is explored in Chapter 14, which focuses
on technology.

McEuen and Duffy (2010) contend that the decision as to whether to use technology-
enabled formats for meetings or to bring the participants physically together is an
extremely important one, because face-to-face meetings require the greatest investment
of all meeting types, and thus carry the greatest expectations for a high return on
investment. But these authors highlight three business situations in which they believe
that a face-to-face format is most likely to be the best approach:

1 To capture attention: when participants’ full attention is required, as the objective
of the event is to initiate something new or different, such as a new or different
relationship, culture, strategy or product

2 Toinspire a positive emotional climate: when, in recognition of the power of inspiration
and the importance of a positive emotional climate as a real currency of business,
the event is designed to energise and inspire participants

3 To build human networks and relationships: when, in acknowledgement of the fact
that information and resources are not the only things needed for work to get done
effectively, the objective of the event is to build human networks and relationships.

Table 1.1 provides examples of business events in these three categories.

Table 1.1 The strategic purposes of face-to-face meetings

Broad Business Need Examples of Specific Business Needs
Capture Attention for e Initiate a new strategic direction for the organization.
Change e Launch a new product or suite of products.

* Merge two cultures into a new culture.

* Renew focus and attention on an existing strategy.
Inspire a Positive ® Annual or semi-annual meetings to energize people around
Emotional Climate company goals, values, and priorities.

Inspirational events to build community and cohesion toward a
shared interest or goal.

* Recognition events to celebrate top performing individuals and
teams.

Celebration events that mark important milestones.

(Continued)
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Table 1.1 (Continued)

Broad Business Need Examples of Specific Business Needs
Build Human Networks e Annual or semi-annual meetings to enable cultural cohesion and
and Relationships relationship-building.

e For dispersed workforces, a regular rhythm of face-to-face
meetings to build trust and effective working relationships.

* Practitioner, user group, and professional community
conferences.

® Dynamic knowledge-sharing and innovation summits.

Source: McEuen, M. B., & Duffy, C. (2010).

Terminology

Davidson and Hyde (2014) observe that any analysis of the business events industry inev-
itably encounters problems of terminology. Despite the rapid growth of the industry -
or perhaps, because of that rapid growth, there is still a lack of standardised, universally
accepted terminology for discussion of the industry as a whole and its constituent sectors.
Many terms are used interchangeably, and even within the English language terminology,
there are marked differences between how certain concepts are labelled in North American
English and in English as the language is used in Europe. For example, the designations
‘conference’, ‘convention’ and ‘congress’ are variously used in the UK, the US and the Euro-

pean continent, respectively, to define large-scale meetings (Marques and Santos, 2017).
The nuances between the various uses of these three terms are demonstrated in Table 1.2,
together with additional definitions as proposed by the Convention Industry Council.

Table 1.2 The categorisation of meetings

Conferences/ A general term covering all non business-oriented gatherings
Conventions/ of participants at a predetermined site and time to attend an
Congresses organized meeting in which they have an interactive, debating,

seminar, and/or competitive role, and of which the theme or
purpose may be of any nature. These are hosted by professional,
trade, or other non-corporate organisations. (See also specific
definitions below).

Conference 1) Participatory meeting designed for discussion, fact-finding,
problem-solving and consultation.
2) An event used by any organization to meet and exchange
views, convey a message, open a debate or give publicity to
some area of opinion on a speciﬁc issue. No tradition, continuity,
or periodicity is required to convene a conference. Although not
generally limited in time, conferences are usually of short duration
with specific objectives. Conferences are generally on a smaller
scale than congresses.
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Convention

1) A general and formal meeting of a legislative body, social, or
economic group in order to provide information, deliberate or
establish consent or policies among participants. In the United
States, the term is used to describe large, usually national
meetings of business circles, for discussion and/or commercial
exhibition.

2) An event where the primary activity is to attend educational
sessions, participate in meetings/discussions, socialise, or attend
other organised events.

There is a secondary exhibition component.

Congress

1) The regular coming together of large groups of individuals,
generally to discuss a particular subject. A congress will often last
several days and have several simultaneous sessions. The length
of time between congresses is usually established in advance of
the implementation stage and may be pluri-annual or annual. Most
international or world congresses are of the former type while
national congresses are more frequently held annually.

2) Meeting of an association of delegates or representatives from
constituent organizations.

3) European term for convention.

Seminar

1) Lecture and dialogue allowing participants to share experiences
in a particular field under the guidance of an expert discussion
leader.

2) A meeting or series of meetings from 10 to 50 specialists who
have different specific skills but have a common interest and come
together for learning purposes. The work schedule of a seminar
has the specific objective of enriching the skills of the participants.

Trade show/business
exhibition

1) An exhibition of products and/or services held for members of
a common industry. The primary activity of attendees is visiting
exhibits on the show floor.

These events focus primarily on business-to-business relationships,
but part of the event may be open to the general public.

2) Display of products or promotional material for the purpose of
public relations, sales and/or marketing.

Incentive event

A reward event intended to showcase persons who meet or
exceed sales or production goals.

Corporate/business
meeting

1) Business-oriented meeting usually hosted by a corporation, in
which participants represent the same company, corporate group
or client/provider relationships.

2) Gathering of employees or representatives of a commercial
organisation. Usually, attendance is required and most expenses
are paid for by the organisation.

Source: Adapted from Convention Industry Council (2011).

The lack of standardised terminology presents a number of problems in communication
both within the industry and with other stakeholders, not least the challenge of
making international comparisons of meetings industry data for statistical analyses,
as there is often no consistency in characterising the size and type of meetings, for
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example (UNWTO, 2006). In the ongoing absence of a standardised terminology,
various acronyms have been used in recent times to define the set of different
activities that comprise business events. Marques and Santos (2017) identify some
of these as MECE (Meetings, Events, Conventions, Exhibitions), MCE (Meetings,
Conventions, Exhibitions), CEMI (Conventions, Exhibitions, Meetings, Incentives),
MC & IT (Meetings, Conventions & Incentive Travel) and MICE (Meetings, Incentives,
Conventions, Exhibitions).

However, it is the last of these, MICE, that has entered furthest into common currency in
academic and practitioner circles, joined by three others, business tourism, the meetings
industry and business events. Each of these will now be considered in turn:

e MICE as an acronym holds considerable appeal as a memorable, shorthand expres-
sion, but its use is beset with problems. For example, there is no universally agreed
definition of what MICE stands for. In addition to the version cited by Marques
and Santos, MICE has been variously defined as Meetings, Incentives, Conferences
and Exhibitions, and Meetings, Incentives, Conferences and Events, with the term
‘Congresses’ occasionally being substituted for ‘Conferences’. However, the main
problem with this term is that practically no-one outside this industry understands
what it means, not least the politicians whose support is so vital to the industry’s
growth. It is criticised by many practitioners as being merely a convenient private
joke, lacking wider recognition and even presenting an impediment to the indus-
try being taken seriously, due to the term’s association with rodents and vermin.
Nevertheless, although rarely used in the US, the world’s largest market for business
events, the term MICE has been widely adopted elsewhere — in particular in those
regions in which the industry is growing rapidly, such as the Middle East and
South-East Asia. In China, for example, the title of the leading trade publication is
MICE China and the annual event to celebrate this industry is named World MICE
Day (www.worldmiceday.com).

e Business tourism is also well established, particularly in academic circles, where
tourism educators and researchers have made a substantial contribution to our
understanding of this industry, as will be explored in Chapter 11. However, there
is growing recognition in academia as well as by practitioners that the link between
certain types of business events and tourism is at best tenuous. While the behaviour
of participants in some forms of business events somewhat resembles that of leisure
tourists — travelling outside their normal places of work and residence and making
use of facilities such as hotel accommodation in the same way that holidaymakers
do - participation in other types of business events demonstrates a very different
pattern of consumption. For example, those attending one-day corporate meetings
in a local hotel, an evening awards ceremony in their own town or an afternoon
at a nearby corporate hospitality event may travel a very short distance and make
no use of accommodation facilities. Moreover, the term is hardly ever used in
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North American English, where ‘business’ and ‘tourism’ are contrasting terms and
to combine them would amount to an oxymoron.

e The meetings industry as a term was officially introduced in 2006 as an attempt
by a number of organisations including the International Congress and Conven-
tion Association, Meeting Professionals International, Reed Travel Exhibitions
and the United Nations World Tourism Organization, to create a stronger image
for the industry by replacing alternative terms such as MICE. According to this
definition, the meetings industry includes activities based on the organisation,
promotion, sale and hosting of meetings and other events. It encompasses prod-
ucts and services related to corporate, associative and governmental meetings,
corporate incentives, seminars, congresses, conferences, conventions, exhibitions
and fairs, whose objectives are related to the motivation of the participants,
conducting business, the exchange of ideas, learning, socialising and debates
or discussions (UNWTO, 2006). The term is in widespread use, even though
the organisers of certain types of more celebratory occasions, such as awards
ceremonies, incentive travel and corporate hospitality may not readily classify
their events as ‘meetings’.

e Business events is an alternative term that has been adopted more recently in some
major markets such as Australia and Canada, based on the premise that business
events have much in common with other types of events (cultural, sports or com-
munity events, for example) in the sense that they are planned, temporary occasions
taking place in venues and aimed at specific, invited, audiences, with a focus on
creating a meaningful experience and a temporary community for those attending
or participating.

The Business Events Council of Australia (BECA), an industry body in Australia, defines
business events as

any public or private activity consisting of a minimum of 15 persons with a common
interest or vocation, held in a specific venue or venues, and hosted by an organisa-
tion (or organisations). This may include (but is not limited to) conferences, con-
ventions, symposia, congresses, incentive group events, marketing events, special
celebrations, seminar, courses, public or trade shows, product launches, exhibitions,
company general meetings, corporate retreats, study tours or training programmes.
The demand for a business event is driven mainly by organisations choosing it as
a forum to communicate messages, to educate or train, to promote a product, to
reward or celebrate, to collaborate on issues and solutions, or to generate resources.

The comprehensiveness of this definition and the fact that the expression is being rapidly
adopted by practitioners and academics in the field of events management makes it the
term of choice in this book.





