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Ultimately all players have the same goal in sight – a well attended, high 

quality, fi nancially successful event. It is realistic to expect that different 

players may place different weighting on certain elements of the event 

planning and structure and that each brings with them different areas of 

knowledge and expertise. 

The key to success is building a team using the strengths of everyone 

to maximum effect. It is easy to say but how is this achieved 

in practice? In our opinion, it is to ensure from the outset 

that the roles and expectations of all parties and clearly 

defi ned, understood and agreed.

For the purposes of a short article, we can focus on 

two broad groups: the Association’s Volunteer Lead-

ership and Staff and their main roles when it comes 

to meeting organisation.

The Volunteers fulfi ll a range of essential roles. 

They are the association’s subject matter 

experts who understand the current trends and 

hot topics that they want to see in a balanced 

and current educational/scientifi c programme. 

Within the Volunteer group may be the local 

organising committee, who bring expert 

knowledge on how best to present the des-

tination, regional promotion and secure 

valuable support from the national and 

regional communities, as well as local 

cultural awareness and protocol guidance, to enhance the image of the 

event both locally and to a wider audience.

The Staff group can consist of HQ staff/Secretariat and the PCO.  The 

HQ staff/Secretariat have the most in depth knowledge of the Associa-

tion, its governance, as well as its mission/objectives, the decision mak-

ing process within committees and expectations from the event. The 

PCO brings the expertise in understanding congress logistical manage-

ment inside and out including the expertise is managing venue require-

ments, supplier sourcing and negotiation, marketing and promotional 

knowledge, fi nancial and budgetary management and general logistical 

coordination. The PCO fulfi lls the role of Project Manager, ensuring that 

timelines, fi nancial parameters and specifi cations are met, as well as 

bringing the elements from the varying players together.

A successful way to bring all players together at the outset of the plan-

ning process and harness these diverse range of expertise is to create a 

framework. A framework can take various names; guidelines, planning 

handbooks, business plans, but whatever the name they should aim 

from the beginning to set out a number of criteria:

+  Key Performance Indicators - these must form the framework to 

guide all parties for the planning activities and defi ne what con-

stitutes a successful event. Defi ne goals and activity categories; it 

should then be reasonably straight forward to assign owners, based 

on knowledge, experience and resources available.

+  Clarifi cation of Roles and Responsibilities – who is responsible for 

doing what, when and understanding of fi nancial considerations e.g. 
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venue selection, programme content, social activi-

ties, budget and fi nance etc.

+  Communication plan – it is essential that this is 

established at the outset to avoid the different 

players working in isolation on their element as a 

successful event is achieved though an integrated 

planning process.

It is a challenge for an organisation to ensure 

consistency from event to event when there can be 

many varying players involved. A way for an associa-

tion to introduce continuity into the planning process 

is to appoint a core PCO. This brings continuum from 

one event the next when it is likely that player’s such 

at Executive Committee, Programme Committee and 

Local Organising Committee will change from confer-

ence to conference. Having a core PCO enables the 

HQ staff and the PCO to develop a relationship over 

time that can be built on and avoids the wheel being 

reinvented for each event. A working partnership is 

formed that enables the PCO to gain a better under-

standing of the association, its needs and objectives 

and membership beyond simply the rudiments of the 

conference and its logistical planning, and the PCO 

can also be a valuable source of information transfer 

when new players join the team.

It is important to remember the conference, what-

ever its frequency, is often the main forum for exist-

ing members and new members to meet, network 

and exchange ideas, therefore ensuring consistency 

in branding and marketing of the event is important 

to promote that each event is being organised by the 

same association. The main attraction for attendees 

whether they are delegates or other supporting par-

ties, irrespective of destination, is to have a clearly 

defi ned programme with content that is relevant, 

current and that fi ts with the strategic direction of 

the association and community it represents. The 

strength for an association comes from having a 

panel of real experts in the programme team.

It is essential for association to build and capitalise 

on the momentum that holding a conference brings 

and whilst having attendees attention to follow up 

either on site or post event and convert attendees 

into members.

Finally, it is important to acknowledge that holding 

an event is a major fi nancial consideration for all 

associations. For many, the fi nances generated from 

a conference make a valuable contribution to the 

running costs of an association, and even if only 

breakeven is the desired outcome, few associations 

want their events to make a loss. From the outset, we 

recommend setting out guidelines as to the fi nancial 

expectations and make sure there is complete under-

standing of where the fi gures come from, especially 

where there is a profi t split involved as this can be 

a thorny issue. It should be possible to make it a 

win-win for both the association and local organising 

committee. Give the budget management to the PCO 

and secretariat, as they are experts in this fi eld and it 

can be useful to use the “‘independence”’ of the PCO 

to the advantage of the association. 

In summary: 

+  Volunteers / Technical Experts – 

 content focus and set KPIs

+  Local Committee - destination “‘inside informa-

tion”’, local support and awareness creating

+  HQ / Secretariat - facilitator, strategic direction, 

provide communication and planning tools

+  PCO - execute, organise, realize

Pulling the strengths from all players within a clearly 

defi ned framework and respecting each other’s 

expertise is a sound approach to a successful and 

harmonious event.

Europe’s growing multicultural society is made up 

of an ageing population surviving illnesses and ac-

cidents as never before. Disabled people now live 

fuller, more independent lives and have access to 

sophisticated technology allowing them freedom 

of movement that increases year on year.

But do our meetings and congress facilities live up 

to the task? Does the way we present information 

reach the maximum number of people? Is this 

something that fi gures into the planning of events, 

conferences and meetings? Not always!

‘Adopt a disability attitude’ is the slogan of the Eu-

ropean disability Forum, encouraging manager 

and planners to think ahead when organising an 

event or communication to the broadest possible 

audience. A planned approach is likely to ensure 

maximum accessibility. As part of a basic ap-

proach, we need to make sure venues have facili-

ties like ramps, adapted toilets and accessible lifts, 

and we should investigate the use of amplifi ed 

voice systems, indication in Braille, and accessible 

signage. (see box for a more complete checklist.)

WHAT DOES THE LAW SAY?
The UN Convention on the Rights of Persons 

with Disabilities was adopted in 2006 - no longer 

viewing persons with disabilities as ‘objects’ of 

charity, medical treatment and social protection, 

but instead aiming to view persons with disabili-

ties as ‘subjects’ with rights and an active part to 

play in claiming benefi ts and voicing needs.

Under European law (Council Resolution of 6 May 

2003 on accessibility of cultural infrastructure 

and cultural activities for people with disabilities 

-2003/C 134/05), anyone organising an event is 

requested to make reasonable efforts to eliminate 

existing barriers and to try to facilitate and 

improve the access of people with disabilities. 

Specifi cally, this means:

+  evaluating physical access before the event

+  providing information via the most accessible 

and available modern information technology, 

and 

+  enhancing access by providing aids such as 

subtitled performances and presentations, 

simultaneous sign language, guides and cata-

logues in Braille, signage that is accessible to 

the visually impaired, accessible use of exhibi-

tion space and maximum website accessibility. 

A CONCEPTUAL APPROACH
A few concepts have been put together to help 

decision makers understand what’s needed and 

provide a holistic and workable approach that 

aims to meet the needs of the widest group pf 

potential guests, delegates and stakeholders. 

Universal Design is a concept developed in USA 

as a checklist to help designers focus on results. 

Inclusive Design was developed Scandinavia and 

is another guide for event planners, facilities 
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