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Technology’s Secret Potential to Empower Participants and Make Meetings Better

The most prosperous organiza-
tions never underestimate the 
value of training. They invest 
heavily to keep their people 
on the cutting edge and to be 
the best and brightest in their 
industry. For many of these or-
ganizations, the primary training 
goals are collaboration, retention 
of knowledge and engaging par-
ticipants in the learning process. 
New technology tools are helping 
corporate trainers achieve these 
goals more quickly and efficiently.  
 
New technologies are also reshaping 
meetings by boosting engagement, 
teamwork and morale. Whatever 
the strategic goal of your meet-
ing—from helping colleagues bond 
as a team to setting new goals—  
technology can support it,  
according to Susan Abrams with 
IML Worldwide, a company that 
specializes in event technology. 
“As a company, you’ve invested 
thousands into making the meet-
ing happen; you need to get the 
participants involved in the meet-
ing. There’s a wealth of knowledge 
within the space, use the technology 
to capture that.”

Corbin Ball, a global technology 
speaker, agrees. “Technology defi-
nitely does engage people,” he says, 
“and it’s a good way to encourage 
audience interaction.”

As you might guess, these technol-
ogy evangelists aren’t talking 
about PowerPoint, but about 
much more powerful technology 
tools that factor in human behavior 
and how we learn. Studies by The 
Wharton School at the University of  
Pennsylvania show that the senses 
we use while learning are: 75% sight, 
11% hearing, 7% touch, 4% taste and 
3% smell. Using the power of visu-
als, technology can boost message  
retention by 38%. Knowing this 
helps us understand what technolo-
gies can achieve those key goals of  
collaboration, retention of knowl-
edge and engaging participants in 
the learning process.

As experts on technology, both 
Ball and Abrams agree that one-
way didactic is becoming extinct 
in the industry. If trainers want 
participants to leave a meeting 
with actionable intelligence, tech-
nology can yield valuable benefits. 
As Abrams explains, “With the use 
of technology, you can collect 
information from your audience 
and harness what’s in someone’s 
mind without telling them what to 
think. Without that take-away of 
actionable intelligence, there’s been 
no resolution or strategy.” 

How does the integration of 
these tools enhance learning in 
the meeting space?

Industry professionals are now 
placing the outcome of meetings on 
the weight of the presenters. David 
Adler, CEO of BizBash, an innova-
tive events media publication, says 
presenters need to think outside of 
the box as a teacher. Adler points 
out that, “The power of technol-
ogy is how it uses presentation tools 
as great teachers—they can be 
interactive, auditory, textual or 
visual.” Technology takes care 
of the most basic learning need, 
audio-visual. Ball, who was for-
merly a meeting planner, believes 
learning is an interactive audience 
experience through breakout Q&A 
sessions, polling devices and other 
interactive tools that keep partici-
pants engaged in the presentation. 

Study conducted by The Wharton School at the  
University of Pennsylvania on senses used for learning.
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The two most motivating rea-
sons for attendees to attend a  
conference are contact and con-
tent. With this in mind, proactive  
educators and meeting profession-
als have been spreading the word 
about making content fun. “The 
engagement of the group is only  
going to be as engaging as its 
content,” says Abrams, “but one of 
the things we [at IML] try to do is 
give people ideas of how to make it 
fun so people want to participate.” 
Some of the interactive technologies 
used to engage in the meeting and 
training space include audience  
polling devices and hybrid  
technology.
  
The latest audience polling de-
vices, also called audience response 
systems (ARS), offer new  technol-
ogy that can enhance critical 
learning and development, save  
organizations time and create a 
more efficient workplace. Original 
audience polling devices gave 
attendees the option to answer 
multiple choices but didn’t give 
them the freedom to make their 
own choice. Today, IML software 
is designed so you can frame 
questions like, “What do you 
think?” or “How do you propose we 
solve this problem?” Attendees use 
a mini-keyboard to contribute their 

opinion, which allows planners and 
trainers to receive real-time insight 
into someone’s mind without telling 
them what to think.

Technology also makes trainers 
proficient at their job and gives 
them a tool for receiving genuine 
audience participation. “Response 
mechanism tools get feedback to 
what [attendees] are thinking,” 
says Adler, “Speakers can get a 
concrete reaction rather than 
the nods.” With audience polling 
devices, presenters know instantly 
whether attendees understood 
the lesson or not. Abrams points 

out that because smart cards 
are registered to each individual, 
trainers can test the audience for
retention of the material. It’s instant 
feedback and trainers can adjust 
their presentations accordingly to 
reiterate concepts that weren’t 
comprehended the first time. 
Abrams explains this process is 
more effective now, as years 
ago scores were calculated after 
the conference, so help for those 
who didn’t grasp the material 
had to wait for weeks or months 
until training was reassigned.

An example of successful ARS in 
action occurred last fall at The  
National Conference Center, when 
a communications and technology 
client utilized one of the center’s 

“Technology also makes trainers proficient at  
their job and gives them a tool for receiving 

 genuine audience participation.”
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lounges for a trivia challenge 
for over 600 employees. The 
employees were divided into small 
groups and given an audience-
response system, which they used 
to answer trivia questions about 
their company and the day’s 
training content. Smart cards tied 
to each individual or group also 
confirmed which attendees were 
present. Abrams points out that this 
is a significant benefit for health-
care industry training because 
the Sunshine Act requires that 
doctors prove they attended the  
sessions.

Pharmaceutical companies are 
adopting this technology trend too. 
For a recent product launch, 3,000 
sales managers and doctors were 
divided among 120 break rooms 
to receive training and ask ques-
tions. A smart card registered to 
each participant verified that each 
individual was retaining the infor-
mation. The technology made it 
logistically possible to train the sales 
people and doctors, compile the 
testing results and measure what 
was retained in order to address 
areas that needed improvement.

Why is an interactive exchange 
so highly valued in the meet-
ing space?

Utilizing interactive technology 
tools in the meeting space can yield 
dramatic results for trainers, asserts 

Abrams. “Getting [attendees]  to 
contribute is harder without 
technology than getting them to 
contribute with the technology,” 
she explains. The technology is intui-
tive so people can pick it up, know 
how to use it and are comfortable 
with submitting answers. “Even shy 
people can contribute,” she adds. 
Abrams explains that speaking in 
public can be intimidating, but 
the ability to text a question gives 
a voice to those who would never 
stand up. In fact, studies show that 
only about 5% of a room will stand 
up and ask a question verbally. 
“Now you’re getting ideas from 
people who would have never 
participated,” says Abrams, “and 
there’s increased participation in 
these sessions as a result of the text 
messaging option.”

Abrams shares the story of a New 
York Housing Authority CEO who 
held four three-hour sessions for 
3,000 employees at a time and 
opened up texting for employees. 
He probed them by asking, “What’s 
worrying you?” “What’s keeping 
you up at night?” “What’s keeping 
you from doing your job?” Em-
ployees started texting in negative 
responses, but as the CEO began 
addressing the relevant issues, there 
was a new aura in the room and 
peoples’ heads were up, hopeful 
about the future. According to 
Abrams, “It turned from nonsense 
into insight and actions, developing 

goals they could work towards and 
it improved morale because their 
opinions were addressed in front of 
them.” Just by opening up text, the 
new CEO came up with their action 
plan for the next twelve months.

Like these audience response tools, 
hybrid technology is equally valu-
able for an interactive exchange in 
the meeting space. Hybrid technol-
ogy is the ability for users to watch 
and receive content from a confer-
ence without physically attending; 
typically, an emcee will moderate 
the virtual experience. According to 
Ball, hybrid tools can increase the 
footprint of your event by provid-
ing an opportunity for people who 
couldn’t attend. Event Camp is one 
conference series that has impressed 
Ball for trying new things and 
constantly changing to best adapt 
technology and manage the vir-
tual audience. For example, Event 
Camp Europe 2011 was hosted in 
London; the organizers established 
remote pods in Poland, Sweden 
and Amsterdam and had up to ten
participants at each pod; there 
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were Google+ Hangouts where 20 
additional people participated in 
the conference. For the remote au-
dience, the organizers had a mod-
erator to emcee, provide specific 
content and field their questions. 
Since the virtual audience couldn’t 
partake in the evening social, the 
organizers closed the session with 
a virtual wine tasting for the three 
remote pods; they shipped out wine 
to these different locations and 
had a sponsor describing the wine. 
Ball explains, “They saw it, smelled 
it, felt it, tasted it, they blogged or 
interacted and chatted about it. 
You can engage remote audiences 
with all five senses. It’s a clever, in-
teresting idea and shows creativity 
using these tools.” At Event Camp, 
these tools gave attendees the 
ability to engage with the audience 
and have a unique experience that 
would occur at the real event. Like 
teachers, planners and trainers need 
to understand how the brain works 
in order to create an interactive 
exchange and encourage learning 
by using tools that facilitate those 
actions. 

With the use of these tools, David 
Adler points out that it’s also about 
the venue. He explains that at 
conference centers, you’re going to 
learn and accomplish something, 
but not all facilities might be about 
that. Adler uses his experience 
of summer camp as a teenager,
participating in Outward Bound 
training on a secluded island;

camp-goers were in total immer-
sion for 26 days learning outdoor 
skills and developing their leader-
ship skills. Similar to summer camp, 
Adler says training takes total im-
mersion to make an impact on your 
employees’ skill set. He follows up by 
saying, “Conference centers create 
a summer camp experience that 
bonds the group.” For planners and 
trainers who want to inspire, facili-
tate, create collaboration, increase 
business results and drive the overall 
meeting strategy, Adler advises the 
right tools need to be in place – 
among those tools is the right venue 
or “summer camp experience.”

However, not every tool works for 
everyone; in fact, Abrams says as 
industry professionals, we need  to 
to make it clear what’s effective 

and not effective. For example, 
PowerPoint presentations with 
slide after slide filled with bulleted 
text typically do not engage view-
ers. Related to this, Abrams shared 
a humorous quote from a Swiss 
political commentator who said, 
“There will always be meaningless 
drivel on PowerPoint slides, but it 
is by far the easiest way to prepare 
meaningless drivel.”

To summarize our research, we dis-
covered that technology can help 
to drive strategy in several ways:

1. Technology helps gather a 
wealth of knowledge – One 
of the benefits of incorporating 
technology in training is that 
it’s used to track individuals, 
how their learning is progress-
ing and understand any gaps 
in that learning process. With 
audience-response devices such 
as the IML Connector, train-
ers are able to quickly see the 
retention of information in 
training from an individual’s 
response on the smart card. 
Trainers can take action im-
mediately based on informa-
tion gathered and resolve it at 
meetings rather than waiting 
for test results and re-training 
on the material months later. 
These devices in the meeting 
space help with the logistical 
and technical aspects, especially 
for those companies training 
to 2,000 – 3,000 employees.  
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2. Actionable intelligence can 
create a more profitable 
company – Abrams’ IML col-
league, Simon Bryan, explained 
the value of adding technology 
for your group, “You could put 
a meeting on, with your most 
important people, spend a lot 
of money and talk at them for 
two to three days. Instead, give 
them tools so they can contrib-
ute. They can help you share 
your strategy and you can find 
out what all your audience is 
thinking.” Bryan advises polling 
or text messaging as meeting 
tools for everyone to share 
their insight; then it becomes a 
meeting with actionable intelli-
gence. Employees can leave the 
meeting knowing goals were 
set and they can do their job 
better in the office, therefore 
increasing productivity and 
profitability for the company.                                                                                                                                         
                                                                                                                                                      

3. Technology can improve em-
ployee morale – Technology is 
a secret tool to get people who 
would never have participated 
to share their ideas and spark 
the thoughts of others. The op-
tion for text message responses 
and especially candid responses 
(without a smart card) allows 
shy people to share their ideas 
and they’re more comfort-
able texting than raising their 

hand. Technology makes it 
possible for 300 managers 
from around the world to 
share and brainstorm ideas in 
a room as well as know what 
the guy next to you is thinking. 
Through open-ended questions, 
like “What challenges are you 
facing in the industry?,” these  
300 managers can express what 
obstacles they’re facing, and 
options like polling can shed 
light on common themes. In 20 
minutes, 300 employees glob-
ally can agree on two of those 
biggest challenges. As a result, 
because their voice is heard, they 
can feel more appreciated and 
valued by their employer, thus 
improving employee morale.

Through research with Abrams, Ball 
and Adler, it’s evident that there’s 
always potential for face-to-face 
collaboration, but planners and 
trainers need the right tools to en-
hance the experience. Technology is 
a way for trainers to obtain knowl-
edge about their audience and a 
basis for sharing everyone’s feed-
back. Eventually, training won’t 
be about information, but about 
collaboration. According to Adler, 
“We’re in the habit business–people 
doing things regularly, attending 
the same events. But we need to 
keep momentum up all year long 
and keep the inspiration curve up.”  
It’s through technology that
 

attendees will feel engaged and part 
of something larger–having their 
voices heard and walking away 
from a meeting passionate about 
goals they want to accomplish.  

Meeting Discoveries: Spring 2012
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 June 2012. 
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The National Conference Center (NCC) is a full-service conference center and one of  the largest eonference 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.  

Susan Abrams is the Director of  Business Development for IML Worldwide, a company that specializes in meeting and event 
technology. As the leading global supplier of  interactive meeting technology, Abrams travels the country teaching others about their 
technology solutions. Her goal is to demonstrate to meeting planning professionals how interactive technology tools can result in 
the best qualitative and quantitative meeting results for their group. Susan can be reached at susan.abrams@imlworldwide.com.

Corbin Ball, CSP, CMP, is an international speaker, consultant and writer helping clients worldwide use technology to save 
time and improve productivity. With 20 years of  experience running international technology meetings, he now is a highly 
acclaimed speaker. Corbin serves on numerous hotel, corporate, convention bureau and association boards. Corbin was recently 
named as one of  “The 25 Most Influential People in the Meetings Industry”  for 2012 by Successful Meetings magazine.  
Corbin can be reached at corbin@corbinball.com or visit his website, www.corbinball.com.

David Adler is founder and C.E.O. of  BizBash Media, the source for essential information about event marketing, meeting 
and event planning, and business entertaining in New York City, Los Angeles, Boston, Chicago, Miami, Orlando, Las Vegas,  
Toronto and Washington, D.C. BizBash Media operates BizBash.com and publishes BizBash magazine. David can be reached  
at dadler@bizbash.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 composes 
articles for trade press and 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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