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To commemorate the 10th anniversary of its  
IMEX in Frankfurt trade show in 2012, the 
IMEX Group commissioned Fast Future Research  
to undertake a study exploring the future of the  
global meetings industry over the next decade.  
At the same time, the study looks at some of  
the key developments that have shaped the  
industry over the past 10 years and analyses  
their continuing impact or decline.

The aim of these findings is to help all sectors of the 
meetings and events industry to shape their futures  
and plan with confidence against a backdrop of global 
economic uncertainty and the ‘new normal’ of a  
fast-changing business environment.
This study is sponsored by the IMEX Group, Fast Future Research, the German Convention 
Bureau (GCB), Messe Frankfurt, CPO Hanser and the Frankfurt Tourist Office and 
supported by many of the major trade industry associations – Association Forum of 
Chicagoland, DMAI, ECM, IAEE, ICCA, IAPCO, MPI, PCMA and Veranstaltunsplaner.

EXECUTIVE 
SUMMARY



There has never been a more important time for the global meetings 
industry to take a step back and explore the drivers of change, the 
opportunities and the challenges that will shape the decade ahead.  
At the same time, it is important to recognise that valuable lessons can  
be learned from the past and from the rapid development of the sector 
over the past 10 years. 

A ‘perfect storm’ of mega trends is now combining to challenge every 
assumption and belief we have about how to succeed in global business 
and this report shows that the industry must develop an effective response 
in order to grow and thrive. 

At the heart of that change is the recognition that economic and political 
turbulence is the ‘new normal’ – with massive shifts in wealth and power 
influencing the global landscape. At the same time society is ageing, and 
social attitudes are evolving with citizens and consumers demanding a 
greater say in everything that affects them as well as expecting – if not 
demanding - higher levels of service and personalisation. Transformational 
developments in science and technology are touching and shaping every 
aspect of our lives and sustainability concerns are forcing us to rethink 
how we manage and reduce our environmental footprint. 

The combination of powerful economic, political, social, technological and 
environmental forces is also creating a complex and uncertain environment 
in literally every industry sector. 

Against this backdrop, business meetings and events are increasingly 
seen as a powerful tool to facilitate knowledge sharing, motivate staff, 
accelerate internal change, create new networks and drive business 
growth. But can they really deliver on all those fronts?

ARE WE HEADING FOR 
A ‘PERFECT STORM’?

PERFECT STORM 

A ‘perfect storm’ of mega 
trends is now combining to 
challenge every assumption 
and belief we have about how 
to succeed in global business 
and this report shows that  
the industry must develop  
an effective response in order  
to grow and thrive.

INTRODUCTION



 1      The Delegate Experience and Event Design:   

A detailed examination of the priorities, needs and expectations of 

tomorrow’s delegates and event owners along with an exploration of 

the resulting implications for the design and economics of events. 

 2     The Learning and Knowledge Transfer Imperative:   

The report also looks at the growing focus on learning  

and knowledge transfer together with the future impact  

of information technology, the internet and social media. 

  3    Sector Analysis and The Future of The Value Chain:   

The report’s findings reveal the emerging challenges and 

opportunities for each stage of the ‘industry value chain’ –  

focusing specifically on venues, hotels, convention bureaus, 

agencies, educators, consultants, transport providers and  

the associations that serve the sector. 

 4     10 Grand Challenges:  Finally, we reveal 10 specific and  

tangible issues that the global meetings and events  

industry must address if it is to realise its full potential over  

the next 10 years.

The IMEX Power of 10 Study involved the largest 
ever global consultation on the future of the 
industry – drawing on interviews with over 100 
leaders, respected practitioners, innovators, 
change agents and future thinkers from across the 
industry and related sectors. These insights were 
combined with extensive analysis of the findings 
from desk research, a student essay competition 
and the results of a global survey. 

The survey had 765 respondents from 68 countries  
on six continents and represents the full range of 
business sectors served by business events and a 
wide cross section of the meetings industry itself.

At the operating level, there is a very clear expectation that the industry will need  

to undergo both evolutionary change and more radical transformations in a number  

of areas if it is to keep pace with developments taking place in client sectors. 

There is also a strong consensus on the need to measure and communicate the  

strategic and macro-economic contribution business events play in facilitating  

the knowledge-based industries and in driving the long-term growth of local and  

national economies. 

Three main themes dominate the immediate future:

  1. The Economic Outlook  

  2. Technology Quality and Cost  

  3. Shorter and Faster Business Cycles 

POWER OF 10 STUDY 

SURVEY
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NAVIGATING THE NEXT 10 YEARS

OVERVIEW

THERE ARE FOUR MAIN  
THEMES TO THE REPORT:

Three key factors have had the greatest impact in shaping the 

industry over the last decade:

1. The Economy – 65% of survey respondents identified the 

Global Financial Crisis (GFC) and economic uncertainty  

in the period from 2007-12 as the biggest single influencer.

2. The Internet – 52% highlighted the impact of the internet in 

changing buyer-supplier relationships and 51% emphasised its role 

in transforming pre- and post-event delegate engagement.

3. Delegate Expectations – 51% prioritised the impact of rising 

delegate expectations – particularly in relation to the use of their 

time, event quality and content and Return on Investment (ROI).

WHAT DOES LOOKING 
BACK TELL US?



Strong views were expressed across the interviews and survey  

responses about the need to create more powerful delegate-centred 

educational experiences that took genuine account of the latest thinking  

on adult learning. 

To bring about such changes suggests greater emphasis on new roles.  

For example, 86% of respondents agree (to some significant extent) that:  

“A decade from now, the most important roles for live events will be the 

event designer, learning architect and digital strategist.”

1.  THE NEED TO RETHINK 
THE EVENT EXPERIENCE

A range of priorities emerge for various event owners in the industry:

 For in-company events, associations and commercial organisers:   

There is a common challenge around balancing event costs against the 

rising participant expectations for a combination of a quality learning 

experience, demonstrable ROI and strong personalisation. 

 For corporate events:  The challenge of delivering compelling experiences 

to a multi-generational, globally distributed and culturally diverse audience 

was identified as an increasing challenge – placing a strong focus on the 

need for effective hybrid event design solutions. 

 For commercial conference and exhibition organisers:   

The key priorities are the need to become ever faster in spotting  

and responding to market trends, developing the capacity to respond  

to the opportunity to ‘geo-clone’ successful events and take them into 

multiple markets, and the pressure to innovate on business models  

in an uncertain economic climate. 

 For associations:  Alongside the need for business model innovation, 

many highlighted the strategic role of events in helping to differentiate and 

position the brand, along with their increasing financial importance in the 

association revenue mix and the growing desire to turn conferences and 

events into a launch platform for year-round revenue flows.

2.  WHAT ARE THE NEW PRIORITIES 
FOR EVENT OWNERS?

A GLIMPSE OF  
THE FUTURE



78% of respondents agreed or strongly agreed that  

“The biggest challenge for the business events sector over the 

next decade is to prove that it is a vital contributor to economic 

development and the knowledge economy and not just a branch 

of tourism.” There is a clear recognition that achieving such a goal 

requires collaboration across all sectors of the industry and for 

each player to see themselves as part of a connected ecosystem 

or ‘value chain’.  

Many industry sectors have embraced the notion of value-chain 

thinking to explore how the components of the sector fit together 

and collaborate to enable the creation and delivery of value to the 

end customer. 

The Power of 10 findings suggest that the timing may be right 

for the meetings industry to start looking at itself and innovating in 

such a holistic manner. The goal is to optimise across the end-to-

end processes of event delivery rather than focusing just on each 

player’s specific responsibility. There was a clear role identified 

here for the industry associations in the analysis of industry value 

chains and then in driving innovation across the entire ecosystem 

of players involved.

There is a clear recognition that 
achieving such a goal requires 
collaboration across all sectors 
of the industry and for each 
player to see themselves as part 
of a connected ecosystem or  
‘value chain’.

3.  THE NEW ECONOMICS  
OF BUSINESS EVENTS

5.  EMBRACING 
INDUSTRY VALUE 
CHAIN THINKING

Effective deployment of information and communications technologies 

and use of social media are seen as central to the future evolution 

of every aspect of the industry. They were also highlighted as critical 

areas for capability development if the sector is to keep pace with 

customer and participant expectations. 

One of the biggest challenges is the trend for delegates to want to 

interact through and exchange content via an ever-widening array of 

personal devices. 

The technology developments expected to have the biggest impact  

on live events over the next decade were:

 a)  Mobile apps that help delegates, speakers and exhibitors 

connect, interact and share knowledge 

 b) Free Wi-Fi 

 c) Streaming video to remote audiences 

The issue of event knowledge management was expected to rise 

in prominence in the years to come, with 55% ranking the use of 

knowledge portals to capture content from attendees, speakers and 

virtual participants as the highest priority tactic to maximise the value 

of knowledge exchange through events. 

4.  KNOWLEDGE 
MANAGEMENT, 
TECHNOLOGY AND 
SOCIAL MEDIA IMPACT

The pressure to control costs is evident for all categories of event owner 

and many expect this pressure only to increase. There is also widespread 

acknowledgement that the term ‘value for money’ has become 

synonymous with ‘lower cost’ – despite industry efforts  

to promote the addition of value-added service elements as an  

alternative to cost cutting. 

The three most commonly cited future cost control tactics for event  

owners were:

 a) Closing unprofitable meetings  

 b) Running shorter events 

 c)  Co-location of events with other organisers to share  

venue costs 

The three key tactics considered likely to be the most popular to generate 

additional revenues for associations and commercial event owners were:

 a)  Learning from sectors such as sport about attracting  

sponsors and exhibitors 

 b)  Making the event the launch platform for year round  

revenue-generation 

 c)  Premium pricing options within an event –  

exclusive, extra features and benefits 



The travel sector is, rightly or wrongly, perceived by many to deliver little long-term economic impact in terms of creating 

a highly skilled workforce, generating new knowledge and intellectual property or improving a nation or city’s international 

competitiveness. The challenge for the meetings industry is to start to adopt the behaviours, long-term thinking, strategic 

development approaches and measures of long term economic impact that are widely used by the sectors it serves and 

which command respect from politicians, economists and industry analysts. 

In order to move to a more strategic footing, a range of future-orientated development, research and advocacy actions 

were proposed for the industry as a whole, with the highest ranking options being:

 a ) Increasing the level and quality of strategic thinking and long-term planning  

 b ) Positioning the industry as an engine of economic development   

 c ) Proving the long-term and broader economic impact of meetings  

For the meetings industry associations, there is a clear sense that they should be leading the drive towards more 

future-focused, long-term thinking and capability development - evolving from ‘platforms for information’ to ‘platforms 

for interaction’. At the same time there is a need for greater differentiation and more tangible return on investment from 

membership fees.

So, given the vast array of factors shaping the industry’s future and the range of possible scenarios, 

opportunities and challenges that are emerging, where should we start – and what should we focus on?  

The report reveals 10 Grand Challenges for the future:

1. Evolving a distinctive industry persona

2. Establishing universal economic impact models 

3.  Proving relevance and value 

4. Thinking and acting strategically 

5. Nurturing agility and flexibility 

6.  Personalising and deepening the learning experience 

7. Experimenting with business models and revenue streams 

8. Adopting value chain thinking 

9.  Acquiring, retaining and developing talent and embracing diversity

10. Developing tomorrow’s leaders and managers

A fuller, more detailed Power of 10 Executive Summary with summary statistics and charts will  

be available for free download at www.imex-frankfurt.com/powerof10.html Sector analysis  

and individual chapters of the full research report will also be released over the coming months.

6.  DEVELOPING ‘BEYOND 
TOURISM’: THE DEFINING 
ROLE OF ASSOCIATIONS

7.  THE 10 GRAND CHALLENGES  
OF THE NEXT 10 YEARS

http://www.imex-frankfurt.com/powerof10.html
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