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I N D U S T Y  I N S I G H T

We all have a role to play

ne of the most interesting and at the 
same time challenging conclusions to 
come out of the 2010 AIPC Annual 

Conference was the idea that the expansion, 
redevelopment and updating of convention 
centres may be moving from an occasional 
undertaking  to something that is to a large 
extent ongoing. The reasons behind and the 
consequences of this are interesting, for 
both the centres themselves and for their 
suppliers and clients. The essential challenge 
centres face is that they are basically long-
term investments in an industry that is rapidly 
changing, and that they must remain relevant 
and competitive for many years even though 
they are constrained by the fact that once 
built, they have limited flexibility in their actual 
structure. In recent years, changing market 
expectations have had to do with not only 

aspects such as programmes and services, but 
also the size and arrangements of spaces – not 
the easiest of things to address when dealing 
with something as solid as a building.

In addition, there are a host of other new 
demands to be met, ranging from new 
technology to sustainability. Sometimes these 
can be satisfied with changes to operations, 
but often a lot more is required. The result is 
that even if new demands can be satisfied in 
an existing structure, they can be expensive 
and challenging to implement.

A big issue is the fact that there are a great 
deal of convention centre products out there 
– in fact, supply in many areas has increased 
faster than demand has been able to keep up. 
This means a lot of competition, and no centre 
can afford to remain behind if it wants to 
remain competitive. 

It is easy to say that if there is more supply, 
the business can simply spread itself around, 
but we all know that is not how things work. 
There are many other reasons why organisers 
choose to go to a particular destination, and 
if a centre is fortunate enough to have good 
customers it must do everything it can to 
avoid driving them away through a lack of 
appropriate facilities. This is why we will always 
be working to upgrade our centres, regardless 
of how many alternatives may exist.

Th e future looks bright on both sides
What this means for many managers is a 
lot more work, and the need to become 
an ongoing project manager as well as an 
operator. What it means for the customer is 
more of an opportunity to shape the facilities 
they use. 

The greatest imperative in convention 
centre design today is flexibility, on the basis 
that in knowing we will never be able to 
predict exactly what future demands may 
be, the best approach is to design for the 
ability to adapt to changing needs as they 
arise. For example, multipurpose spaces and 
moveable walls can go a long way towards 
helping centres respond to changing 
meeting requirements, while good design 

can also facilitate changes in how buildings 
operate when this is required.

But it certainly helps to have the best 
possible idea of what the future demands 
are going to be – and this is where the 
customers come in. Event organisers are in the 
best possible position to anticipate the new 
directions that meeting formats may take, 
and in taking the time to communicate this to 
centre managers, they are helping not only 
the centres, but themselves as well. The more 
managers know about future trends – and can 
then communicate to designers and others 
involved in the development process – the 
more likely they will be to get the kinds of 
facilities they will want and need in the future.

I believe this is something we should all 
keep in mind as we contemplate a time when 
centres will have to be updated on a much 
more regular basis – and there are a lot 
of ways to encourage better dialogue. For 
their part, centres should be designing their 
post-event surveys to capture better the 
information and insights clients have about 
how building changes would create a better 
meeting environment, not just how they felt 
about the service they received. As for the 
clients themselves, they should look on the 
input process as an investment in their own 
future and take the time to think through 
what kinds of changes, whether in an existing 
building or a potential one, would make the 
most sense for their needs.

The same applies to convention centre 
suppliers, whether these are food and 
beverage, security, housekeeping or audio 
visual. These are the people who often 
know the limitations of a centre and the 
expectations of clients as well as or better 
than centre staff themselves, yet who may 
often focus more on day-to-day activities than 
on sitting down to organise this knowledge in a 
way that can be used for decision-making.

Let us take advantage of this trend towards 
more regular updates as an opportunity for 
everyone to take a part of the responsibility of 
getting the best possible input for designing 
the convention centre of the future. 
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