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Annual conferences are central to
many professional and memberbased organizations. They serve
to help inform members, connect
them, and provide added value
to their participation in your
organization.
But just because they are valuable
doesn’t mean they market
themselves. Getting your members
and other stakeholders to commit
to your event takes planning. Here,
we present an overview of tips that
will serve you well as you plan
your outreach strategy for your next
major event.
1) Market early—and aggressively.
If you think it’s too early to begin
promoting your next event, you’re
probably wrong. Ideally, you begin
promoting next year’s annual
gathering at this year’s, with a
“save the date” reminder. Early-bird
rates are standard fare these days—
consider an aggressive savings for
anyone willing to sign up at this
year’s event. It’s a common tradeshow booth tactic; don’t be afraid
to extend it to attendees. Another
reason to promote early: it gives
prospective attendees plenty of time
to get budget approval.
2) Mix your marketing tactics.
Email, direct mail, and social media
have been staples, and should be
considered in any marketing mix.
Consider how you communicate
with members today, and start there.
But if you limit your outreach based
on what works today, you run the
risk of falling behind tomorrow.
If, for example, your membership

skews older—say, 40 and up—you
may not consider Instagram as a
primary outlet. Hootsuite reports
that more than 70% of Instagram’s
1 billion monthly users are aged 35
and under. Reaching that audience
could be key to helping sustain, and
perhaps grow, your membership.
3) Enable your evangelists. Every
association has members that never
miss an event. They could be some
of the best marketing assistants
you have—so long as you make it
easy for them to spread the word.
Develop collateral that is easy
to share, such as PDFs of savethe-dates, agenda outlines, and
even venue details. Then, make it
available to share.
4) Develop persuasive collateral.
Your marketing material should do
more than give facts. Come up with
dedicated one-pagers that explain
why your event is a can’t miss. If
the conference appeals to different
types of members, create targeted
“Why Attend” sheets for each one.
The more relevant you can make the
conference to specific prospects, the
easier it is for them to commit.
5) Use your events to sell your
events. You tell your members that
your annual conference is a can’tmiss event. Why not show them?
Develop short videos showing
highlights from this year’s event
to use for next year. Even better:
Don’t be afraid to make a session
or two available free of charge.
While you don’t want to give away
all of your content, showing some
of it to non-attendees could help

convince them they’re missing out.
A social-media live stream could
accomplish this. If there is concern
within the organization about such a
tactic threatening attendance, here’s
a simple solution: Don’t promote it
in advance. Instead, simply surprise
your audience day-of with a brief,
live “look-in.”
6) Don’t just market to future
prospects…include them. Earlier,
we touched on the importance of
marketing to the next generation. If
appropriate for your organization,
consider special programs during
the conference that gets them
involved. If your association
focuses on engineers, for instance,
consider a special session that caters
to local engineering students, and
invite them for nothing. Another
idea: a mentor program that pairs
up students or young professionals
with more experienced members
during the conference.
The takeaway:
Promoting annual conferences is a
constant, cyclical effort. Employing
strategies that focus on both current
and prospective members is not
only prudent—it’s necessary. Make
sure current members (and past
attendees) get special treatment, but
don’t leave out the fringe prospects
and the next generation, too.
Looking for some guidance? We
develop conference marketing
strategies for many clients. We’d
be happy to analyze your next
campaign.

Association Conference Attendee Trends:
Making the Most Of What You Know
With some conference marketing
trends in the bag, let’s take a step
back and look at some of the trends
driving conference attendance.
Every year, the people at PCMA’s
Convene Magazine, which keeps
its pulse on the meetings business, publishes a survey of meeting planners to gauge the latest
trends. They also take a look at
what’s transpiring, and try to align
what they’re being told with what
they’re seeing.
Heading into 2019, they had some
very specific insights that can
change a meeting’s strategic direction.
One unavoidable issue: the distractions that technology presents.
Whether in a large general session
or a small breakout or workshop,
the temptation to sneak peeks at

cell phones is ubiquitous. Convene
Deputy Editor Barbara Palmer says
organizations should not be afraid
to set hard limits. Attendees will
probably resist at first, but eventually, the value of your content—and
their interaction—will convince
them that turning off their phones
is the right move.
The takeaway: have confidence
in the value of your content—and
don’t be afraid to twist your attendees’ arms until they see it.
Another major emerging trend:
reconciling the drive to collect
data with an increasing push by
individuals to limit how much
information they share. “Beyond
concerns about safeguarding their
information from potential hackers,
people are now questioning what is
being captured about their personal

information and behavior, how it
is being used, and how it is being
shared,” Convene Editor-in-Chief
Michelle Russell writes.
The concerns are giving rise to the
concept of “data ethics,” which
says people own their data, and
organizations should be vigilant
about their transparency.
The takeaway: Always ensure
you keep members informed
about why you want their data,
what you will do with it, how it
will help improve their experience, and how they can opt out.
Data is seemingly at the center of
every association’s push to drive
memberships campaigns, meetings attendance, or even simply to
ensure an organization’s aims are
properly mapped to its audience.
(continued on back)
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That makes an organization’s database among its most powerful
assets. Unfortunately, it’s also among the most neglected.
“Only one in 10 respondents outsource data analysis, and more
than three-quarters said their organization has not changed how
it collects and uses participant data in the last year,” Convene
reports, citing its latest survey. “Yet it’s not outside of all event
strategists’ purview: Three-fifths of respondents said that they
play a hands-on role in collecting and analyzing participant data.”

NEW NAME,
NEW LOCATION

Translation: opportunities abound, but help is needed.
The takeaway: the idea of outsourcing data may conjure up
concerns of losing control of key issues, such as privacy-related processes. (See the first part of this article.) But don’t let
the fear of losing control keep you from partnering up with
someone who can help you take control.

9203 Mike Garcia Dr, Manassas, VA

540.428.7000

sherene@grassrootcommunication.com

We’d love to hear from you what is working in your meetings
campaigns, and what needs improvement. Of course, we’re happy
to share more of what we know!

GrassRoot Communication
specializes in the production of
direct mail, print and various
communications materials for
associations, non-profits, businesses
and government agencies. By
teaming up with us, you’re adding
a quarter century of experience to
your team, and gaining access to
ideas and solutions for connecting
with your audience in the most
effective ways. We provide all the
services you need for the entire
production process under one roof,
ensuring your project goes out
without a hitch.

Call us today to talk
about your next project.

