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What Do Meeting Planners and Trainers Really Want in Their Service Experience?

During the venue site-selection 
process, meeting planners have 
different expectations and goals 
for their meeting. They need to 
carefully consider everything 
from the physical requirements 
they have of a venue to the more 
intangible issues, such as how 
well a venue’s goals align with 
their group’s goals. Yet beyond 
this, from initial planning to the 
closing of the billing statement, 
there’s a key element you need 
every step of the way: high-
quality service standards and 
hospitality. But exactly what con-
stitutes this great level of service?  
 
To find out, we distributed a survey 
about service to our database of 
10,000+ meeting planners and 
trainers. The results revealed that 
each professional defines service 
differently, but overall, there is one 
common theme. Everyone is look-
ing for high-quality treatment from 
the venue’s staff. They want service 
that makes them feel like a valued 
individual. 

To add depth to the results of our 
survey, we asked four industry 
experts to contribute their knowl-
edge and insights on this topic. This 
research revealed differences in 
service that an individual traveler 
receives versus a meeting planner 
or meeting attendees. Although 
comparing an individual traveler 

to a meeting planner is a bit like 
comparing apples to oranges, our 
interviews revealed that planners 
recognize the difference in how ser-
vice is delivered. According to Kristin 
Kurie, President of The Wilderman 
Group, a hospitality management 
company, the variance is that in-
dividual travelers want familiarity 
and friendliness, as well as a zone 
of privacy respected by the venues. 
However, planners and attendees 
have different expectations. “For 
meeting planners, there’s a certain 
type of engagement that they 
want from the venue,” says Kurie, 
“[Planners] want the interaction.” 

When we asked our contributors 
what they valued most about 
their favorite venue and what 
keeps them loyal, their answers all 
focused on the great service levels 
they receive. Each emphasized 
how service creates a memorable 
meeting experience for their group. 
Again and again, three attributes 
were cited in each interview about 
superior hospitality service:

When well-known independent 
planner and trainer Joan Eisenstodt 
describes what her clients want 
out of a venue, she says they’re 
looking for great service. Eisenstodt 
references the women’s conference 
she hosts at the same venue each 
year because the staff is consistent 
with its service. She notes that they 
anticipate the needs of her group 
and build a relationship by giving 
individual attention to each group 
in-house. “They remember who 
likes hot or iced coffee and greet at-
tendees in the boardroom meeting 
by asking, ‘Would you like your iced 
coffee this morning?’” According 
to Eisenstodt, outstanding service 
comes from individuals who pay 
attention, build a relationship   
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1. The advantage of choosing a 
venue that solely focuses on 
meetings and events.

2. The ability to build lasting rela-
tionships with the venue’s staff.

3. The staff’s ability to anticipate 
a planner’s needs.

Planners emphasize that great service at venues 
creates a memorable meeting experience. 
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with the planner and reach out 
consistently, even when there isn’t a 
sales opportunity.

Why is the hospitality experience 
different among venues?

The service experience that in-
dividuals and planners receive is 
very much related to the venue’s 
specialty. Eisenstodt recognizes that 
attendees, travelers and planners 
all want the same thing – respect, 
knowledge and a sense that they 
matter. But she adds that it’s easier 
for venues who specialize in meet-
ings to focus that level of attention 
on each group. Why? She points out 
that these types of venues are typi-
cally smaller, so it’s possible for them 
to dedicate a conference planning 
manager to work with each group 
and get to know the group’s meet-
ing planner after the sales process. 
In fact, all conference centers certi-
fied by the International Associa-
tion of Conference Centers (IACC) 
are required to have a conference 
planning manager for each group. 
She says when she talks to any 
conference center professional, 
they ask questions to understand 
the quirks of the group. Truth 
be told, Eisenstodt believes staff 
members at venues that specialize 
in meetings are trained to listen. 
She adds, “[These venues] focus on 
groups and groups’ needs - that’s 
really what meeting planners want. 

Lindsey Rosenthal, founder of 
Events For Good, an event plan-
ning company that specializes in 
fundraising, believes a conference 
planning manager is an added 
benefit in the overall picture. 
Rosenthal recognizes a difference 
in group service at these types of 
venues because they dedicate a lot 
of revenue and energy into hosting 
meetings and events. As a result, 
they can offer dedicated service, 
personalized experiences and an 
environment conducive for learn-
ing. She explains, “Planners are 
lucky because the facilities are built 
specifically for meetings and events. 
So when you get on-site, the staff 
already understand the dynamics 
of the group, such as who the group 
is, the organizer, the type of event, 
the goal, the speakers, the partici-
pants, the VIPs and really go above 
and beyond to make their stay as 
memorable as possible.” In Rosen-
thal’s opinion, this personalization 
creates a better environment to 
accommodate those guests over 
other venues that don’t specialize in 
meetings.

To make the distinction between 
venues that have a specialty in 
meetings and events and other 
venues, Eisenstodt clarifies, “Non-
meeting focused venues don’t 
invest much in A/V, IT and planning 
services, while [venues like] confer-
ence centers seem to be holding 

the line with a conference planning 
staff and ensuring groups get the 
attention they need from them.” 
She adds that conference centers 
are involved with the group much 
sooner after the sales process than 
other venues; a center’s conference 
planning manager almost im-
mediately begins working with the 
meeting planner.
 
Aside from a personal conference 
planning manager, Eisenstodt says 
superior service also results when a 
venue is flexible in the use of space 
and about what the group does in 
the space. Planners who responded 
to our survey ranked “size and 
adequacy of space” as the second 
most important item when selecting 
a venue. Once the venue is selected, 
the number one most valuable ser-
vice to the surveyed planners was 
“flexibility of space and logistics for 
ease of planning.”
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While availability of preferred dates 
was ranked first as most important 
when selecting a venue, Eisenstodt 
states that “People don’t under-
stand if they move their meeting 
by one day that everything might 
work better in the space. It’s impor-
tant to ask the venue, ‘What other 
groups are in house? What space is 
available? What kind of flexibility is 
there?’” As a trainer and facilitator, 
Lynda Poll who has been training 
at The National Conference Cen-
ter for the past 10 years, says she 
greatly values a venue’s flexibility 
of space. She remarks, “One thing I 
like about conference centers is that 
often if I have secured a room for a 
week, it’s mine for the week. I don’t 
have to clean up or take everything 
tacked off the walls and take the 
time to reset it the next morning.”

Beyond meeting space, flexibility is 
important in other areas too. Aside 
from great service, Rosenthal’s 
next most important factor when 
selecting a venue is flexibility to 
build a package. She appreciates 
the freedom to customize a pack-
age to the group’s needs, and is 
particularly impressed when a 
venue can be flexible about policies 
to accommodate a client. Among 
survey respondents, “budget and 
flexibility to build a package” was 
the third most important item when 
selecting a venue. “Good service is 
about personalization, knowing the 
client or the client’s attendees and 
doing everything in your power to  

accommodate them,” Rosenthal 
explains, “I’m most impressed with 
conference centers in this aspect.” 
All conference centers certified by 
IACC are structured with a Com-
plete Meeting Package (CMP), 
an all-inclusive rate that includes 
overnight accommodations, three 
meals a day, meeting room (and 
much more) at a per-person rate. 
Because of this, Poll says, “It seems 
like [meetings-focused venues] are 
less concerned with every dollar, 
whereas other venues charge for 
a pencil. These venues have pads 
and pens on the table, which is a 
very different feel for the person 
coming to work and train there.” 
IACC’s standard for Complete 
Meeting Packages positions confer-
ence centers as an ideal venue, 
prepares them to better accom-
modate meetings and fulfill their 
specific needs — all of which makes 
the planner’s job much easier. 

One of the services included in the 
CMP package is an on-site support 
team of audio-visual (A/V) and 
information technology (IT) profes-
sionals. At conference centers, this 

team is in-house, not out-sourced 
as a third-party vendor as it is at 
many other venues, and it is a 
complimentary service for groups. 
Following reliability (ranked first) 
and price (ranked second), planners 
ranked “having an experienced 
staff” as the third most important 
service for their A/V and IT needs. 

Eisenstodt describes this team as a 
consulting service. She emphasizes 
that these teams have essential ca-
pabilities. They can instill confidence 
by reassuring a speaker who feels 
uncomfortable with technology. 
They can improvise quickly when a 
speaker unexpectedly can’t make it 
to a meeting by setting up Skype to 
facilitate communication. They also 
have knowledge about space use 
and room setups that can enhance 
a room for learning and make 
the audience feel energized. One 
of Rosenthal’s criteria for venue 
selection is to have enough IT and 
A/V staff on-hand to help clients 
with questions, as well as provide 
a risk management plan. Accord-
ing to Rosenthal, “Those things are  
really less about the equipment and 
more about the customer service...
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the client or the client’s 
attendees and doing 

everything in your power 
to accommodate them.”  
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Everything in the world is about 
customer service.”

Of course, the hospitality experience 
is diminished if you are constantly 
competing with other groups for 
the staff’s attention. Imagine hav-
ing an entire team dedicated to 
helping you achieve your group’s 
goals. For instance, venues whose 
core business is meetings can create 
this kind of productive experience 
by offering great service and apply-
ing their depth of knowledge about 
meetings and training. Everything 
is designed to create a comfortable 
learning environment and excellent 
service, from personal conference 
planning managers and the ability 
to customize and package to flex-
ibility with space and on-site A/V 
and IT teams. During our interview, 
Rosenthal commented, “I don’t 
want my attendees to feel like 
they’re just getting a meeting room, 
we can go anywhere for a room.” 
Poll followed up by saying, “[In my 
experience], conference centers get 
to know you – you start to feel spe-
cial. We get appropriate difference 
[as groups] and we get excellent 
service on both ends [as attendees 
and as trainers or planners].”

In our current economy, the focus is 
on responsible meeting choices and 
achieving measurable goals from 
a training session. When planning 
meetings in this demanding envi-
ronment, Kurie advises planners 
to make a wise choice, since they 

will be judged on the venue they 
choose and in terms of the value of 
the session. She explains, “Planners 
are measured based on ROI, so it’s 
all about venue selection. Select a 
venue that will bring those results 
and is distraction-free. It’s all about 
choosing the right options.” From 
your initial contact with a venue 
to your site visit, ask the questions 
and make the observations that 
will confirm whether a venue’s 
focus is on meetings and training.

How does building a relationship 
keep planners loyal to a venue?

It seems planners yearn to feel 
appreciated and value kinship 
with their venue contacts – and 
that’s how they become loyal to 
a particular venue. For planners 
like Rosenthal, this extends beyond 
just having a contract. “For me,” 
she explains,“ it’s about venues 
not seeing my group as a number 
and the amount of attendees I can 
bring, but seeing me as a potential 
relationship and building that rela-
tionship.” Furthermore, Rosenthal 
makes it clear that when she selects 
a venue she evaluates if the venue 
has identified her group’s value, if 
they’ve done their homework and if 
they’re looking to work with her long 
term, not to simply fill open dates.

Poll says it requires several things 
for venues to keep her loyal and 
satisfied. “First, get to know who 
I am,” she says, “and get to know 

me so when I walk in there’s a 
sense of familiarity.” Secondly, 
Poll appreciates it when venues 
provide early access to her training 
facilities so she has plenty of time 
to set up and make arrangements 
before the participants are in the 
room. In other words, Poll explains, 
“Don’t have that room booked 
for someone else right up until 
it’s time for me to take it… give a 
little flexibility in the availability.” 
She notes that it is important for a 
trainer/facilitator to be comfortable 
in the space so that they can then 
help the attendees feel comfort-
able too. For most facilitators and 
trainers that comfort comes from 
having time with the space before 
the meeting or training starts.  

Poll also commented that every 
once in a while she values when 
her venue contact shows their ap-
preciation. She adds, “It doesn’t 
have to be on the first visit, but 
somewhere after the first five or so 
visits throw a little something extra 
into the pot.” She notes that when 
the venue shows her group a small 
token of appreciation, it also begins 
to build loyalty with the attendees. 
And lastly, Poll explains, “To keep 
me loyal, it means to get to know 
the type of classroom I like. Build a 
relationship with me; the training 
and development I do at confer-
ence centers is about life, so get to 
know my mission and realize that 
means a different type of room 
than teaching PowerPoint 101.”
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Building a relationship with the 
sales manager and conference 
planning manager are equally 
important. Kurie defines an ideal 
sales manager or conference plan-
ning manager as an individual 
who is organized, flexible and has a 
balanced temperament. Eisenstodt 
describes the conference planning 
manager as the person who has 
traits that bring a group back to the 
venue. “As a meeting planner,” she 
explains, “you develop a relation-
ship with the conference planning 
manager and they are really the 
reason why [the group] returns.” 
Interactions with the sales and con-
ference planning managers aren’t 
the only two relationships that mat-
ter. Eisenstodt referenced an A/V 
professional by first and last name 
during our interview, which shows 
how important it is to both planners 
and venues to build a relationship 
based on mutual trust and respect.

How do these planners build such 
strong relationships? According to 
Rosenthal, “RFPs are a broken sys-
tem. I build relationships by meet-
ing people through social media 
and reaching out to them to see the 
value of the service their venue can 
provide prior to going to them with 
a piece of business.” Rosenthal’s 
answer may indicate a future trend 
for the meetings industry. She builds 
relationships with venue contacts 
through social media and meet-
ing them at networking events. 
Rosenthal invests in existing 

relationships with regular com-
munication about the industry and 
education, rather than contacting 
a venue where she hasn’t built a 
relationship. “Once I’ve built that 
relationship, I am much more likely 
to go back to a venue that I’ve had 
a good experience with, than seek 
out a new venue,” Rosenthal ex-
plains, “And that is why service is so 
important to me — it’s all about cus-
tomer loyalty and brand loyalty.”

All the changes that have affected 
the workplace in recent years - new 
technology, constant multi-tasking 
and a blending of life and work - 
haven’t changed the conference 
center’s approach to great service. 
As a trainer for the past 20 years, 
Poll says “The connection, concern 
and camaraderie have been ev-
ery bit as good – if anything, the 
staff seems to be working even 
harder to provide great service.”

What’s the number one most 
important aspect of service? 

There was a unanimous expecta-
tion among our four contributors. 
To these meeting professionals, the 
most important service a venue can 
provide is a team that anticipates 
a planner’s needs. When asked 
what great service looks like, Kurie 
simply answered, “Anticipatory 
and consistency. Planners want to 
book somewhere and have great 
service… come back and not be 
disappointed about the service. 

It’s about anticipation of needs 
and consistency of the service 
delivered.” Our survey respondents 
agreed too – 41 percent ranked 
“speed and responsiveness of staff” 
as the number one most impor-
tant service during their meeting.

More importantly, listening and 
responding appropriately enable a 
venue’s staff to anticipate needs of 
the group. “It’s very easy to take a 
one-size-fits-all approach,” explains 
Eisenstodt, “if you [the venue] had 
a meeting similar to this so think it’s 
the same.” But the truth is that great 
service entails observing, asking 
questions, following up and provid-
ing the service that was discussed. 
“It extends to providing services 
that people want,” she continues, 
“even when they didn’t know they 
want it.” Having one point of con-
tact, such as a conference planning 
manager, can facilitate anticipating 
the group’s needs. Both  Poll and
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Trainers such as Lynda Poll value a venue’s staff who 
gets to know her and builds a relationship with her.
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Eisenstodt agree that the most 
important service is a dedicated 
conference planning manager who 
understands meetings, knows the 
value of education and always asks 
the right questions. A dedicated 
conference planning manager will 
check on a group two to three times 
a day, waiting in the back of the 
room to make eye contact and see 
if the trainer needs anything. “As a 
trainer, I can’t tell you how valu-
able that is,” Poll explains, “just to 
have a person who is engaged with 
you.” Eisenstodt describes the ideal 
conference planning manager as 
Radar O’Reilly on the sitcom MASH; 
O’Reilly took care of everyone’s 
needs and had everything they 
needed before they even asked for 
it. She says every response should 
always be “Here it is, because I 
anticipated you would need it.” 

With IT and A/V teams, the goal of 
a meetings-focused venue is to al-
ways provide flawless presentations. 
In addition, meeting planners also 
expect these professionals to be far 
smarter than themselves with tech-
nology and to have the experience 
and thoughtfulness to anticipate 
the group’s needs. The connection 
that Poll needs with the IT and A/V 
teams is similar to the relationship 
with the conference planning man-
ager. Poll appreciates it when she 
doesn’t have to go find the IT and 
A/V staff, but instead they come by 
to check in with her. The front desk
and food and beverage depart-

ments at a these venues are also 
focused on anticipating the needs 
of an incoming group, even without 
the help of a conference planning 
manager. According to Eisenstodt, 
conference centers are great at this. 
In inclement weather, for instance, 
front desk personnel are watching 
the weather channel and dedicat-
ing a transportation manager to 
communicate bigger issues and 
anticipate the needs of incoming 
attendees. These food and bever-
age departments train their kitchen 
and service staff to understand and 
respond to guests’ requests about 
food allergies or gluten-free diets. 
They also give the staff the ability 
to do things that will make their 
guest happy. As an example, Eisen-
stodt relates how she once wanted 
to order a grilled cheese from a 
kid’s menu at a conference center 
restaurant. The server complied, 
and it made Eisenstodt feel like if 
she’s not at home, then at least she’s 
close to home. Eisenstodt says well-
trained service personnel aren’t just 
order takers who can read and 
understand a BEO (banquet event 
order); they’re smart people who 
always ask the right questions and 
deliver the right solutions.

Overall, what does great service 
look like?

Survey respondents identified the 
top three most important factors 
when selecting a venue as avail-
ability of preferred dates, size and 
adequacy of space, and budget/
flexibility to build a package. But 
through interviews, we were able to 
delve deeply into the expectations 
around the meeting experience. 
What planners really want is service 
that is specific to them and their 
group. They don’t want to be just 
any group – they want venues to 
understand they have their quirks 
and individual needs.
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Venues like IACC-certified conference centers provide 
a conference planning manager for each group.

“I can’t tell you how valuable that is, just to have a 
person who is engaged with you.”

Lynda Poll, The Poll Group 
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Great service is also about how you feel when
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Meeting Discoveries is a white
paper series produced quarterly by 
The National Conference Center. 
Topics range from helping meeting 
planners produce more productive 
meetings to trends in the industry. 
The next edition of Meeting Discov-
eries will publish in October 2012. 
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As a result, venues should ask ques-
tions, participate and deliver on 
those needs. To summarize, these 
are the three most important 
services that planners and trainers 
appreciate for their groups:

1. A venue concentrated on 
meetings and events – In 
addition to flexibility of space, 
budget and opportunities to 
build a package, planners 
have a strong preference for 
venues that understand them 
as a group. The undivided at-
tention from departments at a 
conference center guarantees 
that their service experience 
will be what they expect and 
delightful for the group. More 
importantly, a strong focus 
on meeting ROI further points 
to selecting venues that of-
fer a distraction-free setting 
and true understanding of 
the importance of education.

 
2. A venue’s ability to build a 

relationship – It seems the 
number one reason why plan-
ners become loyal to a venue is 
based on the relationship they 
build with their venue contacts, 
including the sales manager and 
conference planning manager. 
Attendees and planners are 
both looking for great service 
at a venue, and the best service 
occurs when staff take the time 
to get to know the planner or 

trainer and their group, rather 
than simply trying to fill dates, 
rates and space. At IACC con-
ference centers, a conference 
planning manager makes a 
critical difference in consistency 
and efficiency of service, as well 
as a building a relationship that 
supports the meeting planner’s 
decision to rebook at the venue. 

3. Anticipating the needs of a 
planner – Speed and respon-
siveness of staff was ranked the 
number one most important 
service during meetings. Fore-
seeing a group’s needs by being 
curious and asking questions 
that aren’t obtrusive can en-
able teams like A/V, IT and con-
ference planning managers to 
anticipate and deliver on needs 
without being asked. Planners 
will begin to notice their meet-
ings are more successful at ven-
ues where every department 
is looking out for the needs of 
their group. This is an infinitely 
more productive and satisfying 
experience than feeling like 
your group is constantly com-
peting for attention with other 
groups, including leisure guests.

Our survey to planners and train-
ers (who were both clients and 
non-clients) along with the four 
interviews all revealed what is 
valued most when it comes to 
group service. It was evident that 

venues focused on meetings and 
events are better able to provide 
customized service and understand 
the dynamics of a group.  As as an 
IACC-certified conference center, 
The National Conference Center 
continues to stay ahead of the 
trends in understanding planners, 
trainers and facilitiators to ensure  
we’re helping them accomplish 
their organization’s mission.  Great 
service and building a relation-
ship are just two ways to get to 
planners better and understand 
their needs to create a memorable 
meeting experience. In the future, 
convenience and loyalty programs 
will become less significant as 
reasons that connect planners to 
a venue. Criteria that will become 
increasingly important to them are 
their relationships with venues and 
word-of-mouth recommendations 
about great service experiences.

Meeting Discoveries: Summer 
2012
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The National Conference Center (NCC) is a full-service conference center and one of  the largest conference centers in the nation. 
Located in Northern Virginia, 12 miles from Dulles International Airport and 35 miles from Washington, D.C., NCC has 917 
guest rooms and over 250,000 square feet of  meeting space. With 30 years experience in the hospitality and meetings industry,  
The National Conference Center is managed by ARAMARK Conference Centers and has become a hub for productive meetings. 
For information call 877.363.3108 or visit www.conferencecenter.com.  

Kristin Kurie is a 27-year veteran of  the hospitality sales and marketing discipline and President of  The Wilderman Group, 
a full-service hospitality management company that operates sustainable and technologically advanced meeting and event venues 
across the Southeast.  She is recognized for her expertise in conference center management and consulting and has served as a 
director of  the International Association of  Conference Centers. A frequent presenter at the IACC Annual Conference, she is the 
recipient of  several prestigious IACC awards for her years of  service to the association and to the conference center industry. You 
can reach her at www.thewildermangroup.com or kristin@thewildermangroup.com.

Joan Eisenstodt founded Eisenstodt Associates, a Washington, DC-based meetings and hospitality consulting, training and facili-
tation company in 1981.  Her passions for life-long learning, meeting preparation, risk anticipation, contingency planning, ethical 
and inclusivity practices have been well-recognized by numerous industry organizations. You can interact with Joan at her blog 
on www.meetingsfocus.com.

Lindsey J. Rosenthal is an event strategist and fundraising consultant with proven success in the nonprofit, association and 
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