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It can’t be put more plainly: Event profits are essential to an 

association’s overall organizational mission.

Approximately 45 percent of the average association’s 

total revenues are generated by their events.1

It’s no surprise that associations are highly motivated to grow their 

events. But that goal is easier said than done: 61 percent of 

event organizers cite attendance growth as their number 

one challenge.2

Fortunately, data can tell event managers what’s working, what isn’t, 

and what their desired attendee market wants from an event. Well-

organized and comprehensive data can provide associations with 

a clear roadmap to growth. It helps avoid costly false starts and 

mistakes and points them directly toward the strategies and initiatives 

that will boost attendance.  

The best part? This data is something most organizations already 

have! The challenge is making sense of the data and maximizing its 

insights to move the needle on event growth.

Scaling the Data Pyramid
A simple way to illustrate the various stages of event data utilization is 

through a Data Hierarchy of Needs. Much like Maslow’s Hierarchy of 

Needs, the Data Hierarchy starts with the basic, fundamental needs, 

without which none of the subsequent needs can be met.

The stages of the Data Hierarchy of Needs are as follows: 

Let’s explore what is involved in each of these stages, and how event 

organizers can get to the next stage with their data.

1.2018 Benchmarks & Trends in Exhibit and Sponsorship Sales Study, Freeman, Lippman Connects, and Trade Show Executive

2.ECEF 2018 Pulse Study, Freeman and Lippman Connects
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Accessing Data
A generation ago, event professionals were thirsty for data.

 
Today? They are overwhelmed by the sheer amount of data collected 

at every event. The typical event manager has data from sources 

such as:

• Event registration

• Session registration and evaluation

• Exhibit and sponsorship sales

• Apps

• Attendee tracking

• Surveys

• External market data

• Digital marketing

• Chatbot conversations

• Social Media

While this may sound like an event organizer’s dream, the practical 

implications have a downside: The data from these sources resides 

in individual silos, making it impossible to use the data at its 

full potential.

of association organizers cite 

data integration as a major 

hurdle to maximizing use of 

their data.
3

40% 

 3. 2018 Show Organizer Data Pulse Survey, Freeman
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Ideally, data sources should be connected, with information flowing 

freely from source to source. For example, robust attendee personas 

could be developed using the following data sources:

Equally detailed information can be gathered about exhibitors, 

helping event professionals get a solid handle on exactly who their 

exhibitors are and what they’re doing.

 
By being able to compile this information more easily, event 

managers can put themselves in an excellent position for the next 

stage in the hierarchy: acting on their data.

Registration information: Where are attendees traveling 
from? What are their ages? Their occupations? Are they first-
time attendees?

Session registration and evaluation: What sessions did 
they register for? Which ones did they look at but not choose? 
Which ones did they ignore altogether? How were they rated?

App usage: Which app features did they use the most? 
The least?

Attendee tracking: How much time did they spend in 
the exhibit hall? Which exhibitors did they visit? Which 
entertainment features did they spend time at? What are the 
demographic profiles of those who attended each entertainment 
event?

Digital marketing: Which emails did they open and click 
through on? Did they click on any ads?

External market sources: What do surveys, studies, and 
other external research sources say about each persona? 

Social media: How many likes did the post get? How many 
shares? How many additional followers were gained?
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Acting on Data
Once event organizers have all their data coalescing into one master 

set … then what? This is where the power of data begins to emerge, 

in its ability to shine a light on previously hidden information.

To understand whether an event is succeeding or falling flat, the 

first step is to select primary metrics. Which metrics will indicate 

success?

 

Popular choices include exhibit space sales, exhibitor retention rate, 

attendee satisfaction rates (gathered from post-event surveys), and 

traffic density, among many others.

It’s essential to determine which metrics will inform the organizer that:

 A) both attendees and exhibitors got what they wanted  

 from the event and are highly likely to return; and

 B) the event profited the organization and furthered 

 its goals.

 From there, the event organizer can see how the event’s metrics 

compare to the benchmarks and note which areas were successful 

and which areas need improvement. This sounds straightforward, but 

it can be complex if the organizer does not have the needed tools to 

visualize their data and create actionable, relevant metrics. Ideally, 

visualization tools should organize all metrics that are relevant to 

specific categories or decisions.

For example, if exhibit space sales are flat or declining, the 

visualization tools should give a comprehensive picture of trends in 

exhibit space sales, overall exhibitor retention rate, first-time exhibitor 

retention rate, number of first-time exhibitors, average size of exhibits, 

traffic density on show floor, total sales cost per square foot. and 

so forth. 

Going without this type of visualization is akin to reading a novel 

that’s missing some pages — without the complete picture, the story 

is incomplete. 

of association event organizers use event 

data to measure the overall success of the 

event against set goals.4

76% 

4. 2018 Show Organizer Data Pulse Survey, Freeman

5. 2018 Show Organizer Data Pulse Survey, Freeman
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Expanding on Data 

Checking up on metrics is an excellent way to quickly monitor 

success and identify areas that need improvement. However, this is 

fairly surface-level data, and may not go far enough in addressing a 

specific problem or evaluate a potential opportunity.

 

Taking data to the next level requires sophisticated and in-depth 

data analytics. Those detailed and robust attendee personas that we 

mentioned earlier? They cannot be developed simply by comparing 

data to benchmarks. Instead, they require an expert analysis of the 

data to extract patterns and then flesh out these patterns into 

in-depth, meaningful insights for each persona. 

 

Other types of insights that require comprehensive 

analysis include:

• Identifying new growth areas for attendee and/or exhibitor 
segments

• Assessing alignment of attendee objectives with exhibitor/
sponsor objectives to optimize value for both

• Evaluation of existing or potential event co-location 
opportunities to determine if there is a mutually beneficial fit

• Appraisal of future event locations and their suitability when 
held up against the goals of the event, the goals of the attendees, 
and the goals of the exhibitors

• Content development to best meet the needs of attendees

• Measuring the performance of exhibitors and uncovering new 
opportunities for growth

• Assessing the overall relevancy of the event to the market 
it serves

 

of association organizers 

are challenged to get 

meaningful insights from 

their data.649%

  6. 2018 Show Organizer Data Pulse Survey, Freeman

  7. 2018 Show Organizer Data Pulse Survey, Freeman

Less than half of association 
organizers use data to develop 
their audiences and increase 
sponsor and exhibitor numbers.7
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Evolving Data 

An organization’s use of event data must be approached like the 

development of any other good habit: start with a strategic plan.

 

Without a plan, it’s hard to be successful.
 

With a plan, however, event organizers can create a culture of data 

within their organization, optimizing its use and making it second 

nature to obtain and analyze data before making decisions. 

 

Key Performance Indicators

The first step in developing this plan requires taking an objective 

look at the event itself and identifying which metrics are most crucial 

to the success of the event. While all events will share some similar 

key performance indicators (KPIs), such as sponsorship revenue, the 

emphasis that is placed on each KPI will depend heavily on the goals 

and nature of the event — and the goals of the attendees.

On the other hand, a trade show for the mining industry would 

attract people who want to see and touch the latest technology and 

equipment. If there’s nothing new to excite them, they’ll be less than 

impressed with the event itself. So, show floor-related metrics will be 

top of the heap when analyzing data.

 

While it can be tempting to try to measure everything at the event to 

gain a robust overall view, event organizers should take a step back 

to decide what’s most important. Analysis can become overwhelming 

with too many metrics at once. Starting on a smaller scale with 

the most essential KPIs lets organizers keep the data insights 

manageable, and as strategies become refined, more KPIs can be 

added year over year.

Here’s an example: Physicians attending a medical conference 

are there to learn. If they come away from the conference without 

having gained enough educational value, they will deem the event a 

waste of their time and money. In this situation, the event organizer 

will want to pay very close attention to content-related metrics. 

Which sessions were popular, and which weren’t? What did the 

attendees say about the value they obtained from the content?
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Internal Metrics

In addition, event professionals shouldn’t forget about internal 

requirements when building a data plan.

 

Data is a powerful vehicle for driving decisions, but while all internal 

teams are working toward the organization’s overall goals, the 

individual teams rely on entirely different sets of KPIs — and each 

decision maker may be at a different comfort level when it comes to 

using and interpreting data.

 

As a general rule, developing a data plan comes down to 

understanding the internal audiences by asking each decision maker 

this important question:

 

“What are the decisions you need to 
make? And what metrics do you need 
to help you make those decisions?”
 

Instead of sharing reams of data with decision makers, consider 

providing streamlined reports with the key metrics and insights they 

care about.
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The Next Step: Data Exploration
Once event organizers have a solid data plan and know exactly what 

to measure, what it means, and what to do with it, then it’s time to 

apply the insights in a practical way that optimizes event growth.

 

Organizers are already aware of how important data can be when it 

comes to making smart decisions and proving the value of their work 

in order to secure and increase budgets for future events.  

But data is also the foundation for a powerful event strategy; using 

the insights to better understand their target audiences helps 

improve event design, develop better content, and create more 

opportunities for sponsors and exhibitors. Data can even determine 

what future KPIs should be added to the metrics mix.

The bottom line? Data sets up organizers to have a positive 

impact on event growth and engagement through well-defined, data-

supported goals. 

Associations rely on events to bring in critical revenue that fuels 

their goals and missions. Growing events is crucial to achieving that 

purpose year over year — and a solid data plan provides a clear 

roadmap for success.

 of event organizers say 

their data is very important, 

critical, or important in budget 

allocations and approvals.8

About Freeman

Freeman is the world’s leading brand experience company. 

We help our clients design, plan, and deliver immersive 

experiences for their most important audiences. Through 

comprehensive solutions, including strategy, creative, 

logistics, digital solutions, and event technology, Freeman 

helps increase engagement and drive business results. 

  8. 2018 Show Organizer Data Pulse Survey, Freeman
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