CHAPTER

TECHNOLOGY TOOLS TO FIND A MEETING LOCATION:
SITE SELECTION, INSPECTIONS, AND RFPs

ETING
LOGISTICS

One of the top Industry uses
of the Internet by meeting pro-
fessionals is in conducting site research.
Thankfully, a number of highly useful Web sites can

assist you with finding a site and submitting a
request for proposal (RFP) online. Today, varying

degrees of information and functionality can be found
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on sites hosted by convention and vis-
itor bureaus, hotel chains, and third-
party providers.

The potential cost and time savings
in utilizing site selection Web sites can
be dramatic. Indeed, use of these sites
can be a win-win scenario for both
planners and suppliers. Consider the
case below.

In Lisa’s own words. “l was given the
task by my boss of gathering informa-
tion on four different sites, for our
organization to vote on for our upcom-
ing Spring meeting. | was to plug them
into a spreadsheet, so that he could
review the information and pick one
particular hotel from each location. The
four cities were Charleston, S.C.; Char-
lotte, N.C.; Hilton Head, S.C.; and
Savannah, Ga.,” Lisa explained.

“The parameters | was given for the
meeting were: a nightly hotel rate of
$100 or less; a quality hotel in a quality
location; a restaurant, pool, and fitness
room on-site; and, of course, meeting
space for classroom- or chevron-style
seating for 60 to 70 people.”

The steps Lisa took. “I began by going
to the Internet and pulling up a travel
Web site, getting some hotel informa-
tion and then contacting the hotel by
telephone to interview the sales
department. | had made quite a few
phone calls to hotels, only to find out
that they did not have appropriate
meeting space or on-site restaurants.
And sometimes | didn't find out about
the site specifics until | received the
sales packet from the hotel. Of course,
little did 1 know that this project of
‘gathering information” would take
approximately one week and cause
me more aggravation than needed.”

To Lisas credit she sought out a
course on meeting management spon-
sored by the University of Georgia.

Lisa explains her recent experience: “I
am taking a Meeting Management Cer-
tificate Program with the University
of Georgia’s Continuing Education
Department, with E.J. Siwek, CMP,
teaching one of my classes. Much to my

surprise, | learned that there is a VWeb site
that would have done all of the work for
me — well, most of the work. It would-
n't have negotiated my BEQOs for me,
but it would have saved me four days!”

The bottom line. The internal cost of
Lisa’s experience was probably in the
range of $1,000 in staff time con-
sumed on the organization’s end, and
probably $1,000 on the facility side in
the costs in pulling information,
phone calls, material and package
costs, and time required.

Unfortunately, this situation hap-
pens every minute of the day through-
out our industry.

SITE SELECTION WEB SITES
Il site selection Web sites provide
Ausers with free access to all
online information upon pro-
viding a user name and password.
Some sites will query users on their
organization demographics as well as
meeting specific information. In addi-
tion, third-party providers offer func-
tions beyond site selection and RFP
planning. On these robust sites, regis-
tered users can participate in online
auctions of available space, submit
meeting specifications for third-party
processing, participate in chat rooms,
catch up on industry news, and more.

All of the sites offer a search utility of
one design or another. In general, you
can find a property by clicking on a map
or region of the world or by providing a
brand name, city, or region in which you
are searching for available space.

On some sites, secondary filters
allow you to select a facility based on vari-
ables such as the number of sleeping
rooms, size and amount of meeting
space, and location within a venue, such
as airport, downtown, or resort location.

The end result is that meeting pro-
fessionals can quickly identify poten-
tial space that meets their primary
needs. Added functionality will allow
planners to drill down into a facility
and review room diagrams and view
menus, site and venue amenities, and
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attractions. Advanced sites even pro-
vide virtual tours of select property
space and 3-D views of function
space. These virtual site inspections are
a good way to assess public space and
general facility appearances.

Not only will these site selection
utilities identify potential properties,
but reporting options allow users to
build comparison reports to quickly
align properties that meet primary
needs — and for review by other staff
or decision-makers.

Unfortunately, the users of site
selection Web sites often stop short of
utilizing powerful online modules for
submitting an RFP, a cost- and time-sav-
ing function available on some sites.
By using an online RFP utility, the
meeting professional can effortlessly
submit RFPs to a single site, to a
national sales office, or to all facilities
identified in the search.

Asimple analogy: A person drives his car into
agas station, only to stop short and fill up by
using a portable gas container. If the func-
tionality exists, stopping short simply does
not make sense unless you are under a very
tight decision timeline. In defense of the
meeting planner who requires almost
instant response, facilities will normally take
one to three days to respond to an online-
submitted RFP. (However, thanks to tech-
nologies like those deployed in San Diego,
which take advantage of the power of Net-
MarketPlace, facilities can quickly route and
respond to electronic inquiries. As result,
response time will only improve. See p. 13.)

Within an RFP communication,
the meeting professional can provide
organization background and specific
meeting requirements, including
audiovisual, food and beverage, and
meeting/session timeframes. In reality,
the more information provided
upfront, the better a facility can match
or exceed meeting needs. In addition,
planners can place date options, pro-
vide contact preferences, and actually
commit to a firm booking.

Is one site better than another? Are
any sites more complete than others? Is




Guidelines

for Implementing an Online Meeting Planning Tool
(while saving your organization as much money as possible)

Kl Get senior management support.
This is the single most important
thing you can do for the imple-
mentation. The fastest way to get
senior management’s support is to
show the savings potential. Once
you have senior management sup-
port, get them to actively promote
the tool throughout the company.

W Find out everything you can about
your meeting planners. Everyone fears
change! Understand the technology
comfort factor of your meeting
planners and those who will use the
system, and educate them on how
the system can help them in their
daily job.

E! Tailor your marketing message to dif-
ferent audiences. It’s most effective to
market the tool to at least three dif-
ferent audiences: meeting planners,
key influencers (e.g., people and
agencies meeting planners are most
likely to look to for help), and
management. Each one of these
audiences has a different motiva-
tion. Tailor your messages to these
motivations. Use a combination of
informational messages and incen-
tives. Keep your message succinct.
Create a sense of enthusiasm.

B! Institute information sharing for
internal use. Probably the most effec-
tive way to encourage adoption of an
online tool is to help planners and
their managers understand the
potential savings from going online.

Savings are evident when informa-
tion can be shared or re-used by
downstream users like IT for list
updates, PR for names of press to be
in attendance, or Marketing for
creating on-site focus groups or
pre-conference polling.

E Consider mandates within the con-
text of your organization’s culture.
Usually the most effective way to
encourage adoption is to mandate
use of the tool. The more meetings
that are planned online, the more
information you will have to nego-
tiate with suppliers, provide ade-
quate support, and make appropri-
ate policy decisions. However,
consider your organization’s cul-
ture. In some instances, mandates
create even more resistance. At a
minimum, mandate meeting regis-
tration in order to understand what
meetings are being held and who’s
planning them.

I& Develop champions. Pilot the tool
with a small group of influential
users. Provide them with very thor-
ough training. Encourage them to
help others learn how to use the tool
after the pilot.

W Help planners adjust to change.
Most planners have invested much
time and effort into developing
relationships and tools that help
them do their job better. Naturally,
they will find it difficult to change
how they do things. Others will find
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the move to online threatening.
Try to make the change to online
tools as easy as possible. Provide
training, help desk support, infor-
mation about the objectives of the
program, and incentives to alleviate
planner concerns.

E Combine travel and meeting consol-
idation programs. To get the most
benefit out of your meetings con-
solidation program, it needs to act
in concert with your overall travel
consolidation program. Many
organizations combine the travel
and meeting planning depart-
ments under a single manager to
facilitate a more coordinated
approach. Others simply clarify
the travel department’s role in the
meeting planning process, to
manage attendee travel and sup-
plier negotiations. The meeting
planning department, which
remains separate from travel, is
then free to focus on higher val-
ued-added activities.

B Track and report results. Measure
online adoption, savings, and user
satisfaction. Report these metrics on
a regular basis to management.

il Be prepared to make changes over
time. As users become more familiar
with online tools, your approach
may need to change.

EDITOR’S NOTE: Brian Ashton assisted in
compiling this list. View www.GetThere.com.
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information kept more up-to-date on
one site than another? In general, yes!
However, the unique needs of one
planner or another also vary greatly.
What may be useful to you is not so
with the next, so the ultimate require-
ment is whether or not a specific site
meets your own individual needs.

What to look for in a site selection tool
and RFP tool:

>> Ease of navigation.

>> Robust search criteria, including
location, brand, price, meeting space.
>> The total number of venues/proper-
ties listed on the site. This can vary site-
to-site and is dependent on what infor-
mation is listed free of charge and what
is at a premium charge to the facility.
>> Amenities and services available
at a site.

>> An active link to a facility’s Web site.
>> Access to floor plans, menus,
meeting space capacities, and a meet-
ing space calculator.

>> Reporting options, including the
capabilities to export select data and
build comparison reports.

>> Access to virtual tours and multi-
media presentations.

>> Access or ability to download a
brochure or fact sheet on selected
properties.

>> An RFP module with criteria that
provides for meeting pattern options,
preferred and alternative date options,
sleeping room block information, event
and function requirements (including
24-hour hold requests and pre- and
post-meeting staging requirements),
and the option to note response and
decision dates regarding the RFP.

>> Ability to store and save specific
search queries, save RFPs, and modify
or update an RFP.

Using site selection utilities and
RFP modules can result in dramatic
time and cost savings. And once you
start using these robust features, you
can focus your time on marketing,
content development, and other
core meeting/event demands.
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ROOM DIAGRAMMING
safounding father of computer-
Aized room diagramming cur-
rently in use in the industry, |
am a firm believer in this service. A pic-
ture is truly worth a thousand words
wherever you are in the world! While
industry space calculators can provide
approximations, facilities are neither
equally equipped nor designed. Com-

puterized diagrams can be accurate to
within a quarter of an inch!

What you should look for in a

diagramming tool:

>> Free software! Facilities pay enor-
mous amounts of money to have their
meeting and function space measured
and should provide clients with access
to this free software

>> Can space be measured in metrics?
This is important if you do interna-
tional meetings

>> |s equipment drawn by the dia-
gramming tool scalable and repre-
sented in a metric scale?

>> |s inventory, such as chairs and
tables, drawn to scale?

>> Are the rules of the industry —
industry defaults such as two per 6-foot
table, or placement of a seat in relation
to audiovisual equipment — coded
within the program? Equally impor-
tant, can you override these defaults to
accommodate overflow or to create
non-traditional seating styles?

>> Are accurate line-of-sight angles
available? This is important in order to
assess where first and last rows should
be placed in a meeting room. Have
these angles been updated for plasma
screen output?

>>Can you label items inside and out-
side of a room?

>> Can you place equipment outside
of a meeting room or in public spaces?
>>Can you print an inventory report
listing all equipment required?

>> Can the software plan a variety of
seating layouts, such as U-shape, hollow
square, theater, chevron, and banquet
seating styles? Can you create your




own customized setups?

>> Can you number banquet seating
and produce seating lists?

>> |s there a library of symbols for stage
and event props, such as bars, pianos,
outlets, fire extinguishers, and exits?
>> Can aisles and front-of-room
delineators be set?

>> Are online diagrams available at
the facility’s Web site, and can they be

used with your software version?

>> |s there an automatic seating
option? Can you hit one or two but-
tons and automatically generate a dia-
gram for any number of people and
any size room?

>> Can large-scale drawings, of
exhibit space for example, be printed
out to poster size or exported to a
plotter? (This is a great function for

staging areas.)

>> Can the diagram be e-mailed or
exported into a facility’s version of
the application?

Floor plan or room diagramming is
here to stay and in wide use throughout
the world. This tool should be a part of
every meeting professional’s arsenal
and made available at all meeting facil-
ities and special event venues.

CVB Technology Tools Put Planners First

“Information ... the right information ... the way | want it
... when | want it.”

Meeting planners have laid down the gauntlet, and San Diego
has eagerly taken it up, using technology to meet the challenge.

The San Diego region, the San Diego Convention & Visitors
Bureau, and the entire convention and meetings infrastructure
together are earning a justifiable reputation for forging ahead of the
technology curve to the benefit of association meeting planners.

Certainly from the planner’s perspective, everything starts
with meeting logistics and the site search — and few
resources have developed the technology tools to match the
San Diego Convention & Visitors Bureau.

“The relationship with the planner is all about knowledge of the
account, knowing the history and projecting forward,” explained
Reint Reinders, CEO and president of the San Diego CVB. “The
more information we have, the better prepared we are to know
that San Diego is the right destination for a planner’s meeting. We
might even know more than the current meeting planner!”

The technology tools utilized by the San Diego CVB run
the gamut:

CVBreeze is the San Diego CVB's sales and membership soft-
ware. This Newmarket Inc. product, in use by the bureau since 1998,
enables planner and bureau professionals to connect with each
other and at the same time access mission-critical information.
Some key features include:

Contact management.

Membership management.

Event management.

Centralized database.

Electronic book for single and multiple groups.
Module for travel trade.

Module for visitor center.

Meeting Broker electronically transmits lead information
to all of San Diego’s 110 conference and convention hotels
and the San Diego CVB'’s sales department, manages that
information digitally, and integrates with the CVBreeze
suite of products. The seamless management of accurate cus-
tomer information is particularly vital to the success of the
entire meeting planning process. It enhances the bureau
team’s knowledge and, more importantly, their ability to
service customers.

The real value is in its speed. With time such a critical
factor in decision-making, fast response to requests for
proposal is competitive advantage. And San Diego stakes
that claim.

“The one unmet need of meeting planners is being
able to save them time in organizing so many things for so
many people,” noted Christine Shimasaki, CMP, executive vice
president of sales and marketing, San Diego CVB. “They
want our Web site to be robust enough that they can do their
job at any time — and have more control over getting what
they need. They don’t want to be dependent on others for the
next step.”

That's the driving vision behind the CVB’s Web development,
which integrates the widest range of components into a full-
service site (www.sdcvb.org) for others to emulate:

The San Diego CVB’s Meeting Planning Guide.
Meeting specifications.
Digital photo library, immediately accessible to planners.

A business-to-business marketplace that
seamlessly connects planners and service providers.

“We are truly an unbiased resource that sells all possibilities
within the destination,” said Reinders. “And for San Diego,
technology tools enable us to be intensely customer-focused.”
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