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In the year 2011 and beyond, 
what would persuade you to 
attend a conference? With the 
amount of content available online 
and the ability to watch a speaker 
present virtually, the incentives for 
a participant to travel and attend 
a conference have changed over 
the past ten years. Moreover, in 
the present economy, attendees 
are being more selective about 
the conferences they choose to 
attend. As a result, innovative 
conference organizers are thinking 
outside the box and considering the 
feedback from attendees to be a 
valuable key to success. Conference 
designers have been led to reformat 
the traditional conference design by 
creating participant-driven events, 
an increased amount of opportuni-
ties for networking and a variety 
of settings for collaboration among 
the attendees.

Until the last decade or so, confer-
ence design was dominated by 
traditional sessions with seats fac-
ing the front of the room and the 
instructor providing a “lesson,” a 
passive learning session. For the 
most part, the meetings industry 
considered successful conferences 
to consist of a keynote speaker and 
all planned material presented 
to the attendees from start to 
finish. Now, anyone can watch 
the keynote speaker on YouTube 
and, therefore, conference content 

is no longer what the organizers 
think the attendees want to learn, 
but rather a general consensus 
from the attendees on what they 
want to gain from the experience. 

Today, attendees are more willing 
to break away from their work-
load to attend a conference with 
active learning that fits their needs, 
fosters collaboration and addresses 
concepts they are most interested 
in discovering. Adrian Segar, a con-
ference designer by trade and the
 author of Conferences That Work: 
Creating Events That People 
Love, explains, “Most adults are 
capable of finding out what they 
need [in a conference] rather than 
someone else determining what 
they need. Attendees have the 
capability of directing their learn-
ing.” This conference revolution has 
been triggered by the rise of tech-
nology available to us, as well as 
innovators who are striving to align 
their format with the needs of the 
attendees by giving careful consid-
eration to conference evaluations.

How are conferences chang-
ing to adapt to the needs of 
attendees?

In our research of how conference 
innovators are changing the future, 
one common theme resonated 
throughout - the emphasis on 
helping people connect with each 

other at conferences. Tom Condon, 
who specializes in designing meet-
ing experiences for Steelcase, the 
world’s largest office environments 
manufacturer, explains, “People 
want to connect to speakers or 
other colleagues at a conference. 
Conference organizers are listening 
and reacting by creating more op-
portunities for engagement.” For 
example, conference innovators are 
creating longer lunch breaks, build-
ing space where individuals can 
hang out and a designated lounge 
area with time-slots for attendees 
to have conversations with present-
ers, all of which promote face time 
and one-on-one interaction.

Aside from this, Condon’s recent 
work with Steelcase has focused 
on building a variety of different 
settings for attendees. Each year, 
Steelcase comes together with con-
ference owners to reflect on areas of 
improvement. “If people said they 
couldn’t find their friends at the 
conference or didn’t have an op-
portunity to network, we bring the 
space closer the next year,” explains 
Condon. “Our mission is to create a 
dynamic workplace and to partici-
pate in designing a conference that 
is training the world.” At conferences 
such as Technology Entertainment 
and Design (TED) in 2011, Steelcase 
developed a variety of settings that 
they refer to as “a palette of places.” 
According to Condon, this environ-
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ment was created by dividing the 
ballroom into different zones such  
as an area with bean bag chairs, 
a large section of café tables in the 
back of the room with media space if 
attendees choose to blog, quiet 
zones with lounge chairs and table 
tops to take notes or accomplish 
work. For conference organizers 
who place importance on having 
Steelcase create a variety of settings, 
Condon describes it as exciting and 
energetic, “(For attendees) it helps 
foster the idea that this conference 
is unique, enjoyable and this space 
is going to help me connect to other 
people.”

Other trends setting the tone 
for conference design include 
participant-driven events also 
known as peer conferences or 
“unconferences.” Adrian Segar, who 
first began hosting peer conferences 
in 1992, describes the biggest dif-
ference between peer conferences 
and traditional conference formats 
as the freedom for attendees to 
make the conference their own. At 
traditional conferences, Segar says, 
the format consists of broadcast-
style presentations and minimal 
networking, usually “in the hall-

ways.” In addition, when organizers 
choose the topics at traditional 
conferences, attendees are often  
dissatisfied because of a mismatch 
between desired and received 
content. He describes appropri-
ately structured participant-driven 
events as an amazing opportunity. 
“They’re about connecting, learning 
about each other, discovering what 
attendees want to do while they’re 
together and turning those desires 
into conference sessions.” 

According to Segar, “The future of 
the industry lies within the reasons 
why people go to meetings—for 
educational content that they want 
answers to and networking face-to-
face.” His research illustrates that 
changing the traditional format 
to a participant-driven conference 
keeps the content relevant and 
shifts the learning and instruction 
style from passive to active. Active, 
participative learning has been 
shown to be much more effective 
and better retained than pas-
sive broadcast-style learning. So
 when participant-driven conference 
designs are used, attendees have a 
favorable view of the sponsoring 
organization and are more satisfied.

Specialists like Dr. Lennie Scott-
Webber, who research design in 
the academic community, have 
a deeper understanding for what 
supports an active learning en-
vironment. Scott-Webber, who is 
the Director of Education Environ-
ments for Steelcase, spends her 
time overseeing research for the 
development of design products 
in education facilities. She defines 
active learning as a huge paradigm 
shift from passive learning in the 
past 15 years. Consistent with Segar’s 
messaging, Scott-Webber reinforces 
the concept of peer conferences 
and active learning environments, 
where she says each “student” is 
able to develop the content by 
working in groups and migrate 
with their feet to what’s of interest

“The future of the industry lies within the reasons 
why people go to meetings—for educational content 

that they want answers to and networking 
face-to-face.”  - Adrian Segar of Conferences That Work
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Lounge areas now have an 
integral role in the conference design. 
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to them. At conferences, Scott-
Webber explains, “People want to 
be engaged in learning and to be 
able to tell their ‘boss’ what they 
learned. Millennial and Genera-
tion Y aren’t willing to come into a 
[school or conference] classroom 
where it’s ‘chalk and talk.’ Students 
are failing out and we have to 
understand why.” As a result, this 
is forcing the academic and confer-
ence community to do something 
different, and Steelcase is one of the 
talented resources that educators 
are turning to for environments 
designed to foster learning. is able 
to develop the content by working
On this point, Condon relates 
participant-driven events back to 
attendees wanting to engage more 
with other attendees and speakers, 
a trend driven by attendees. The 
feedback suggests that attendees 
are speaking out, “We (attendees) 
don’t want to just come and listen; 
we want to be a part of something 
greater. We want to feel like we’re 
contributing to a movement that’s 
happening in the industry,” says 
Condon. He emphasizes that at-
tendees want to walk away feeling 
like the conference was meaning-
ful, they learned something new 
and they came up with a solution 
for a problem that was presented 
to them. Overall, current trends 
shaping the day-to-day tasks of 
these conference innovators include 
planning conferences with a partic-

ipant-driven aspect with a variety 
of settings and an abundance 
of opportunities for one-on-one 
interaction among speakers and 
attendees. 

Why are space and design 
crucial for collaboration and 
learning?

In the summer issue of Meeting Dis-
coveries, “Understanding Genera-
tional Differences: How to Attract, 
Motivate and Retain Your Work-
force,” an importance was placed 
on meeting design and instruction 
to cater to the needs of all genera-
tions. During our research, Segar, 
Condon and Dr. Scott-Webber 
all emphasized space to optimize 
long-term learning and memorable 
experiences. Condon explains, “Con-
ferences are the one time a year 
where you can connect face-to-
face so Steelcase is creating types of 
spaces to enhance those moments.”

Scott-Webber best explains the 
relationship between space and 
design with collaboration and 
learning through an example of 
seats bolted the floor; she asks the 
rhetorical question, “What message 
does this send to participants?” To 
provide evidence to her research, 
Scott-Webber defines environment 
behavior theory and collaboration 
theory. Environment behavior 
theory’s research suggests that

environments impact behavior
Therefore, it is important for 
designers to define the optimal 
user’s behaviors for each setting 
and then design for those desired 
behaviors. In Steelcase’s findings, the 
biggest concern among institutions 
and conference centers is density 
when moving from passive learning 
to active learning. This led Steelcase 
to design products that support 
desired behaviors in the classroom. 
For example, the node by Steelcase 
is a mobile classroom chair with an 
adjustable work surface and storage; 
as a mobile chair, it also promotes 
quick, fluid transitions to active 
teaching modes moving from lec-
tures, groups and U-shaped set-ups. 
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Additionally, their goal is not only 
to design an environment that fos-
ters learning but also collaboration 
which are the new defined behav-
iors. While collaboration theory has 
no agreed-upon meaning, authors 
concur that collaboration is fostered 
when there is an expected benefit; 
humans build and gain knowledge 
by sharing with others, and each 
individual brings different skill sets 
and contributes knowledge to share. 
To help attendees work together, 
the space and design must work to 
support collaboration. Steelcase’s 
LearnLab™ is one concept that 
helps attendees physically engage 
in the learning process. By using  
geometry to place projectors stra-
tegically in three areas of the room, 
individuals can look at screens across 
the meeting space and in turn, face 
other attendees, making them feel 
more connected. In the past 15 years

 

Scott-Webber has begun to see 
more conferences that consist of im-
promptu and informal groups, with 
managers like Segar who are agile 
at responding to these requests. 
Consequently, she says, the meeting 
space needs to be anamorphic with 
the ability to expand and contract 
based on the interests and needs of 
attendees.

When Steelcase first begins working 
with conference organizers, Condon 
says they evaluate what they could 
place in the different settings to fos-
ter an experience for learning and 
collaboration. He says the biggest 
priority for the conference organiz-
ers he works with is creating memo-
rable spaces that make the experi-
ence unique and help people make 
connections. Additions to meeting  
space that encourage learning can 
be as simple as a technology area in

the back row of the room that 
is connected, yet separated, so 
attendees can feel comfortable
on a smart phone or laptop. Other 
areas Steelcase has designed to 
promote collaboration and con-
nections include a lounge setting 
at TED with round beds and moni-
tors of the conferences displayed 
above. Condon says he’s seen four 
bodies lying across at one time 
watching the monitor above. 

Here at The National Conference 
Center, we are seeing more team 
tables in general sessions, rather 
than groups booking smaller rooms. 
For groups that need to accomplish 
training, there is a continuation of 
the classroom style with desks fac-
ing the front; however, in addition,
we’re also creating informal social
learning areas with lounges that are 
designed with comfortable furni-
ture and equipped with games and 
reading material. Condon advises 
groups booking to look for venues 
with enough space to provide a 
variety of settings for space and 
design that encourages learning 
and collaboration.
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Condon advises groups 
to look for venues with 

enough space to provide 
a variety of settings for 
space and design that 
encourages learning 
and collaboration.
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LearnLab™ is proven to improve engagement in a collaborative setting.
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What do conference innova-
tors predict long-term?

As innovators in the conference and 
meetings world, we already believe 
these individuals are leading the 
way for the future of the industry. 
Today, successful conferences and 
meetings seem to incorporate ac-
tive learning as a part of the format 
in order to be engaging and entice 
individuals to solve a problem by 
attending.

According to Segar, an increasing 
number of major organizations 
have adopted the 70-20-10 rule, 
which indicates an adult learns 70% 
of his or her job from peers (known 
as social learning), with another 
20% learned by reading or, increas-
ingly, internet research (so-called

self-directed learning) and only 10% 
formal learning such as training. He 
explains many organizations have 
reduced their training staff and 
employ social learning at off-site 
venues since it makes up such a 
large portion of the learning process. 
Segar predicts most organizations 
that implement formal training will 
begin to add an increasing amount 
of peer conference concepts. The 
future of meetings will continue to 
occur in a classroom setting such 
as a conference center. However, 
rather than a traditional classroom 
setting, the focus will be on space 
that promotes social learning and 
allows for informal learning groups 
so attendees to learn from one 
another.

Through research on the history of 
the classroom, Scott-Webber has 
developed similar beliefs that the 
future of the classroom will no lon-
ger be a desk and a PowerPoint. 
Instead, she believes educators will 
stop becoming the content compo-
nent because students can find that 
information anywhere in the world. 
She believes conferences will focus 
on applying the material learned in 
order to understand it through the 
learning space’s design. During our 
study, all three conference innova-
tors emphasized the evolution of 
conferences, the social aspects of the 
design, as well as the increased re-
sponsiveness to attendees’ surveys.  

Overall, the increased use of tech-
nology is a factor for organizers 
listening to feedback more closely 
and the transition to focus on space, 
design, collaboration and learn-
ing rather than content. For that 
reason, Condon forecasts two trends 
in the coming years. First, he says 
speakers are increasingly connect-
ing with the attendees. Therefore, 
with social media set up at most 
conferences, the conversation will 
continue to grow beyond the last 
day of the conference, which drives 
attendees back the next year. Sec-
ondly, after seeing attendees leave 
conference sites to hold off-site 
business meetings at other venues, 
Condon says conference organizers 
are now brainstorming every need 
the attendee may wish for including 
providing available meeting space 
for more formal business meetings 
scheduled to take place during 
conference sessions. As a result, 
business can continue operating 
as usual while key personnel are 
away on travel, rather than putting
important meetings on hold until 
their return.
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Adrian Segar’s book is a resource
for those who want to understand the 
concept of hosting a peer conference.

Segar predicts most 
organizations that 
implement formal
 training will begin 

to add an increasing 
amount of peer 

conference concepts.   
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As we discovered the unique traits 
of conferences organized by these 
three innovators, we found three 
common takeaways that resonated 
throughout the work of each:

1. People attend for the 
connections – Despite the 
increased use of technology and 
social media, Condon, Segar 
and Scott-Webber all proved 
that opportunities for one-on-
one interaction and networking 
are top reasons why attendees 
travel to a conference. In 
fact, each year conference in-
novators who consider survey 
feedback to be a key to future 
success, strive towards creating 
memorable experiences that 
allow attendees and speakers 
to engage more. As Condon 
described, people are attend-
ing conferences for a unique 
and memorable experience 
that they couldn’t have had   
anywhere else.

2. Content is online, attend-
ees want to have a say in 
what’s discussed – Confer-
ence organizers are changing 
the format of traditional con-
ferences to participant-driven 
events. Participants want to re-
solve an issue or find the answer 
to a question that isn’t online. In 
our interview with Adrian Segar, 
he explained that peer con- 

ferences give attendees oppor- 
tunities to learn more about a 
certain topic and find directions 
to those solutions. According 
to him, traditional conferences 
are currently seeing a drop 
in attendees and satisfaction 
ratings compared to peer con-
ferences. Similarly, Dr. Lennie 
Scott-Webber describes the 
science behind the transition of 
traditional conferences to peer 
conferences as a paradigm 
shift from passive learning to 
active learning; active learning 
also means an active teacher. 

3. Space and design are key 
to achieving organization-
al goals – For each conference 
objective, a different setting 
is appropriate to achieve a 
particular goal – or identified 
user behavior. Whether the 
conference organizers want an 
experience for learning, collabo-
ration or networking – Condon, 
Segar and Scott-Webber all 
demonstrated the importance 
of a variety of settings. Condon 
describes a variety of settings as 
a “palette of places,” which he 
designs to help foster the idea 
that the conference is unique 
and to encourage learning and 
collaboration among attend-
ees. While Condon recommends 
venues with an abundance of  
space, the space must also be  
 

anamorphic and capable of 
expanding in order to host the 
most successful conferences.  

Through our research on the future 
of conferences, we were able to gain 
insight into how certain conference 
innovators are currently winning. 
With products and education from 
Tom Condon and Dr. Lennie Scott-
Scott-Webber of Steelcase and peer 
conference organizer, Adrian Segar, 
fellow professionals in the industry 
are able to understand current 
trends and apply these modern 
findings, resulting in a more success-
ful conference. As we continuously 
study emerging trends and educate 
our staff at The National Confer-
ence Center to stay ahead of the 
curve and to predict future trends, 
we also strive to provide space and 
design that is flexible, social and ac-
tive to help organizations achieve 
their conference and meeting goals. 

Meeting Discoveries: Fall 2011
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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 January 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 has become a hub for productive meetings. For information call 877.363.3108 or visit 
www.conferencecenter.com.  

Adrian Segar has designed, organized, and facilitated conferences for thirty years. He has been designing participant-driven and 
participation-rich events, commonly known as unconferences, since 1992, is the author of  Conferences That Work: 
Creating Events That People Love, published in November 2009, and blogs regularly on various aspects of  event design at 
www.conferencesthatwork.com.

Tom Condon is an award-winning interior designer and artist that specializes in designing tradeshows, conferences 
and showrooms for Steelcase. Building upon insights gained from these projects, and 25 years of  design experience, 
Tom aims to unveil beauty that communicates a message, enhances a vision, and improves the experience. Combining 
simplicity, craftsmanship, and creative-partnerships, designs are able to move beyond the ordinary to achieve a kind of  greatness.
Tom can be reached at Tcondon1@steelcase.com. 

Lennie Scott-Webber, PhD is the Director of  Education Environments for Steelcase. She guides the research, education, 
and design applications for the Steelcase Education Solutions group. Her expertise and research is focused on environments 
for sharing knowledge – higher education and corporate learning centers. “Dr. Lennie”  is the author of  two books 
Insync: Environmental Behavior Research and The Design of  Learning Spaces as well as Design Decoded: A journey of  
discovery finding your authentic design self... your design voice and over 40 published white papers. She can be reached at 
lscottwe@steelcase.com.

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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