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Why Conference Centers are More Conducive for Learning 

Minimized training budgets, 
down-sized meetings and the 
recurring ROI question con-
tinue to challenge planners. 
To make the budget case,  
productivity must be a top prior-
ity for site selection. By slashing 
through typical concerns about 
functionality, planners can begin 
to think beyond comfortable 
chairs. Yes, ergonomics are im-
portant. But consider the larger 
picture—and how the entire 
meeting environment can drive 
productivity for your meeting. 
 
Before persuading your boss of your 
venue selection, think about the 
essence of meetings today. Content 
is delivered by speakers, and in-
formation is shaped, discussed and 
analyzed among participants. This 
is vastly different from years ago, 
when trainers focused on feeding 
information to attendees. So how 
does this affect what you need in a 
meeting environment?

According to David Smith, founder 
of Conference Center Consulting 
Group, a hospitality consulting 
company, today’s human behaviors 
and interactions are optimal in a 
focused setting where furnishings, 
temperature, lighting are comfort-
able and where there are no inter-
ruptions. “The disconnect is that 
these environmental considerations 
are difficult to quantify for a return 

on investment and are not often a 
direct benefit to the person choosing 
the site,” says Smith. “Ask groups who 
train at conference centers, they’ll 
tell you that their learning improves 
there compared to other venues.”

No venue can focus solely on the 
outcome of your meeting like 
a conference center. By nature, 
hotels are structured to optimize 
financial yield on space. As Smith 
explains, “It’s virtually impossible to 
take public space and outfit it for a 
specific purpose like meetings; social 
events would not find the meet-
ing environment conducive and 
vice versa.” Smith’s argument for 
conference centers is convincingly 
made in this analogy: “Human in-
teraction requires tools; some are 
appropriate for the action, some 
are inappropriate. If you want [your 
group] to think and collaborate, 
you need the tools, such as access to 
technology, tables, chairs and white 
boards that promote learning.”
When you choose a dedicated 
venue, like a conference center, you 
can expect the right tools and higher 
results. As explained by Smith, you 
can measure results on two levels:

a) The facility result – did the 
venue do what it was supposed to 
do? Were the meeting rooms and  
elements supportive? 

b) Meeting content delivery. While 

venues have no control over con-
tent, the more positive a meeting 
venue experience, the more positive 
the outcome regarding content. 

In fact, Smith points out that the 
International Association of Confer-
ence Centers (IACC) commissioned 
a study with Cornell University that 
showed the criteria established by 
training facilitators was exceeded 
at conference centers. 

What does a conference center 
have that hotels don’t?

Outdated beliefs about learning re-
quirements, such as bright lighting 
and silence, are no longer valid. To-
day, workplace strategy firms like 
DEGW are collaborating with clients 
to understand the organization’s 
culture, develop methods to im-
prove performance and implement 
innovative design. Adam Stoltz, 
an associate director for DEGW, 
says his company examines how an 
environment promotes or inhibits 
behavior. He identifies three ways 
acoustics play a role in meeting per-
formance: technology in the meet-
ing space, rooms and dimensions, 
and lastly, how space is constructed.

“Technology  enhances learning,” 
says Stoltz. “It adds a certain degree 
of robustness to information provid-
ed. The person receiving that infor-
mation can use technology  [laptops,

  page 2 of 5 I visit conferencecenter.com 

mailto:sales@conferencecenter.com
www.conferencecenter.com
www.conferencecenter.com


iPads, tablets or smart phones] 
to explore it further.” Conference 
centers also have large bandwidths 
that can support several companies 
training at once. Stoltz’s points on 
acoustics were echoed by Smith. 
Planners know audio-visual can be 
a big issue. However, Smith explains 
that conference centers took the 
leadership role in hiring their own 
audio-visual teams in-house and 
installing their meeting equipment 
within the walls and ceiling to elimi-
nate distractions. In-house audio-
visual makes conference centers 
proficient and allows them to offer 
reliable services at reasonable rates, 
whereas hotels outsource that 
expertise. “On a purely functional 
level,” he adds, “planners will have 
more peace of mind at conference 
centers because they aren’t having 
an audio-visual team set up a camp-
site as in a hotel meeting room.”

The shapes and dimensions of meet-
ing rooms also play a role in perfor-
mance. Smith and Stoltz agree that 
workspaces in general are being 
reshaped to fit work patterns. Smith 
explains it as “working together 
alone—individuals want collegial 
interaction and alone time.” DEGW 

has developed a methodology 
called Learning Landscape, an ap-
proach to support learning through 
formal and informal interaction. 
It looks holistically at the learning 
environment and creates places 
for people to connect. “The result,” 
says Stoltz, “is learning doesn’t have 
to stop and start when we tradi-
tionally would have said it does.” 

This approach to learning indicates 
that Vincent G. Kling, the architect 
of Xerox Document University, 
was ahead of his time in designing 

what is now known as The National 
Conference Center. Kling designed 
areas adjacent to the meeting 
space for casual gathering, so 
conversations can continue without 
congregating on top of a session. 
As Stoltz points out, space needs to 
create the right balance to foster 
concentration and focus. People 
naturally want to use space where 
they can see others and others can 
see them, and conference centers 
are designed to satisfy these needs.

Smith points out that square and  
rectangular rooms no longer need  
to predominate. At The National 
Conference Center, Kling designed  
octagonal classrooms rather than the 
typical rectangular shape. A Xerox 
journal article explains the benefit of

“Ask groups who train at conference centers, they’ll 
tell you that their learning improves there...”

- David Smith, Conference Center Consulting Group
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People prefer to gather in casual spaces outside of 
meeting rooms where they can be seen.
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Kling’s design: because the meet-
ing rooms have “no identifiable 
‘front,’ the octagon dispels the 
traditional image of the instructor 
standing at the ‘head of the class’ 
as the authority figure.” Instead, the 
Center’s learning-in-the-round at-
mosphere encourages engagement 
and collaboration as participants 
play an active role in the learning 
process. For hands-on training 
and role-playing, Kling included a 
nearby lab for each classroom. The 
journal article also explains that as 
employees’ productivity and job 
knowledge increases, so does their 
job satisfaction—yet another reason 
to maximize the productivity of 
offsite meetings.

In addition to shape, the overall 
construction of a room plays an im-
porant role. Stoltz considers DEGW 
to be part of the evolution of work-
place strategy. The company has 
pioneered some of the first studies 
into how space translates to a more 
effective and efficient workplace. 
For example, Stoltz points out that 
panels, ceilings and walls that help 
with the clarity of voice and audio 
messages are essential. 

Conference centers are constructed 
with this in mind, so speakers aren’t 
too loud or too soft. For planners 
who believe meeting rooms should 
be silent, think again. “It’s not the 
presence of noise that keeps people 

from focusing—it’s the spikes or
variations of noise in the workplace 
or conference space,” explains 
Stoltz. “If a place were silent, any 
pin drop would be a distraction.” On 
the topic of basic meeting acoustics, 
both Stoltz and Smith agree doors 
should be located at the back of 
the room and be free of noise.
 
Seating and lighting also play key 
roles because, as Smith stated, 
human interaction requires appro-
priate tools. DEGW also places an 
importance on alignment of seat-
ing and presentations to offer both 
physical comfort and practicality 
for viewing. At conference centers, 
seating is comfortable because it 
takes full advantage of the millions 
that have been spent on office 
ergonomics. DEGW has found that 
lighting has changed in the meeting 
place; Stoltz predicts planners will 
see more task-based lighting for 
individuals to control the environ-
ment around them. Natural light is 
no longer considered a distraction; 
in fact, Smith regards it as a human 
need that enhances the meeting 
experience. 

What opportunities will 
organizations receive by train-
ing environments that foster 
performance?

When hosting training in a focused 

environment like a conference 
center, Stoltz indicates that plan-
ners will see better learning results. 
“Because attendees are more 
comfortable,” he explains, “they’re 
better able to absorb and retain 
the information.” 

Like attendees in ergonomic meet-
ing chairs, planners need full support 
from the venue. Smith, who began 
his career with a conference center, 
gives essential advice to planners on 
venue selection. “You have to make 
sure the facility is going to help 
you accomplish your objectives,” 
explains Smith, “Food and audio-
visual are more dependable at con-
ference centers. There are very few 
proposals that identify all potential 
costs, except for those at conference 
centers.” For planners who want to 
budget in advance and obtain a 
price guarantee, Smith advises that 
a conference center can provide 
this. 
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A hotel, however, has a third party 
providing audio-visual and, with-
out technology expertise in-house, 
won’t be able to accurately assess 
all resources and costs needed to 
reach your objectives. 

Taking all of this research and 
expert advice into consideration, 
Smith and Stoltz agree that the 
environment always matters. So to 
choose venues that are conducive 
to learning and that will help you 
reach your goals, keep these three 
takeaways in mind: 

1. Technology and audio-visual 
matter  – Technology is no 
longer considered a distraction. 
Stoltz points out that technology 
enhances learning and people 
actively utilize their personal 
devices to process information. 
As a result, meetings need ad-
vanced technology capabilities, 
such as large bandwidth at a 
conference center. Audio-visual 
built into meeting room walls 
and ceilings offers better results 
and fewer distractions by not 
giving off heat or noise. Smith 
adds that in-house audio-
visual provides more value for 
a meeting budget.

2. Meeting space should 
match an organization’s 
need – Collaboration happens 
outside the classroom walls.                                                                                                                                           
                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                    

So space that is visually acces-
sible and adjacent to meeting 
rooms, like DEGW’s Learning 
Landscape, fosters additional 
learning. As highlighted in 
the journal article about 
The National Conference 
Center, octagonal rooms 
have no identifiable front—a 
design that moves beyond 
the traditional instructor-at-
the-head-of-the-class model. 
Instead, this non-traditional 
shape allows space to move 
and encourages involvement.  

3. Comfort and practical-
ity are a win-win for at-
tendees and organizations –  
Everything about meetings has 
evolved in the past decade or 
so, from lighting and sound 
to training styles and set-up. 
Today we know that the more 
comfortable attendees are in 
ergonomically designed envi-
ronments, the more productive 
they will be. They will under-
stand the material and their 
roles better and, as a result, will 
have higher job satisfaction. 
Smith points out that if orga-
nizations are investing millions 
in workplace environments, the 
same mindset should apply in 
choosing to place meetings at 
conference centers, where mon-
ey has already been invested 
in comfort and practicality.  

Creating, thinking and collaborat-
ing are the goals for your meeting. 
And you’ll achieve them at venues 
where your group has the appropri-
ate tools for your session. The venue 
should support your organization’s 
training through technology, 
audio-visual, space layout and with 
comfort and practicality. Smith rea- 
sons that, “if you’re serious about 
your meeting, you’ll choose a confer-
ence center” over any other venue. 

Meeting Discoveries: Winter 2012
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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 Dis-
coveries will publish in March 2012. 
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The National Conference Center (NCC) is a full-service conference center and one of  the largest eco-friendly 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.  

David Smith is the founder of  Conference Center Consulting Group, a Connecticut based, advisory services firm specializing 
in conference and meeting venues. Smith and his team have completed more than 200 projects in North America, Europe and 
Asia including feasibility studies, operations analyses, space programming, revenue improvement, sales education and operator 
selection. Smith is a frequent industry spokesperson and a two time recipient of  the Pyramid award, the highest accolade of  the 
International Association of  Conference Centers for educators.  He is also a partner in Metro Meeting Centers, a day meeting 
center in Boston’s financial district. David can be reached at dsmith@conferencecentergroup.com.

An Associate Director with more than a decade of  experience in strategic planning, Adam Stoltz leads the Arlington-based 
team of  DEGW, part of  AECOM Technology Corp. (ACM), which consults on architecture and engineering projects.  
Having led project work for technology, pharmaceutical, government and higher education organizations, he is well versed 
on issues of  workplace strategy, training and organizational change. With a BA in Psychology and Masters of   
Urban Planning, Adam’s background allows him to dig insightfully into the wants and needs of  stakeholders engaged  
in often-delicate discussions around our relationships with built, natural and social environments. Adam can be reached  
a number of  ways: 703.682.1646, astoltz@degw.com, and twitter: abstoltz.

Sarah Vining is the Marketing Manager for The National Conference Center. She is the author of  the quarterly white paper
series Meeting Discoveries and drives the content of  each issue. Her mission is to investigate and uncover new trends 
that will not only generate buzz, but educate and help build partnerships with the industry’s thought leaders. Sarah also acts as 
the voice of  the conference center’s brand on social media channels and the conference center blog. She can be reached 
at svining@conferencecenter.com.
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