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An expansive world of technology pulls event attendees in 
countless different directions. 
Unfortunately, their event journey can be shockingly complex. But, the good news is that it can also  

be surprisingly simple. Attendees’ time is invaluable. Their attention is spread paper-thin and their 

knowledge is extensive. Good enough is no longer enough. Meeting their needs is expected. Introducing 

them to the unexpected is now required. Brand experiences must be more powerful, more thought-

provoking, and more engaging than ever before. 

Marketers continue to search for the answer to the holy grail of events: “How can I keep my attendees 

engaged—both physically and mentally?” Fortunately, the answer lies within a simple question that should 

drive every brand experience:      What does my audience really need?

It’s more complex than that—there is never just one need. Event attendees—real people—experience a 

series of escalating needs throughout the life of an event. From proper guidance to different venues and 

speaker times to making connections and having fun, the needs span a wide universe. By tracking these 

needs as an event unfolds, we can design unique and engaging experiences to satisfy them—deliberately, 

on-time, and as they arise. 

INSIGHTS / MAXIMIZING ATTENDEE ENGAGEMENT AND VALUE BY DESIGN2



But event attendees aren’t always the most vocal by nature. 

Identifying needs and meeting them comes with its own challenges. 

Social media, mobile apps, and other digital engagement tools  

give marketers a wealth of insight and information. Based on this 

real-time data, we can understand which attendee needs what,  

when and where they want it, at the very moment they need it. 

The great news is that through technology and social media, we 

have the opportunity to monitor, adjust, and amplify the attendee 

experience and understand exactly when we can have the biggest 

impact. This is where things get interesting.

Event attendees aren’t always the 
most vocal by nature. Identifying 
needs and meeting them comes  
with its own

challenges
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Meeting needs with the help of  
Mr. Maslow

People are motivated to fulfill their most basic needs first before 

they can be receptive to higher thinking, according to renowned 

psychologist Abraham Maslow. Food, drink, and shelter must be 

satisfied first, before higher needs such as friendship and love can 

be explored. Those are the tenets of Mr. Maslow’s famed thinking. 

However, his five levels to self-actualization might have more to do 

with event engagement than you might think. 

Interestingly, there are several interesting parallels to Maslow’s theory 

in the world of brand experience. As marketers, we must ensure the 

basic needs of our attendees are met before we try to engage them 

with deeper experiences. Through experience triggers that are both 

emotive (i.e., speak to the heart) and rational (i.e., speak to the head), 

we can successfully apply relevant insights to deliver solutions and 

experiences based on true need, not assumption. Once the needs are 

achieved, we can map out the attendee journey for each of the five 

attendee need levels and drive interaction like never before.
As marketers, we must ensure the basic 
needs of our attendees are met before we 
try to engage them with deeper experiences.
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Give them a navigated experience

Knowing where to go and how to get there is key to an attendee’s enjoyment, value, and 

success. They must be guided before, during, and after an event. Do so and they become 

more confident, assured, and open to deepening their engagement. With the help of social 

media monitoring, marketers are more prepared than ever before to listen, share, and help 

navigate attendees when they need it. 

Attendees can inevitably feel anxious at the prospect of becoming lost or missing out 

on key opportunities they didn’t know were available. Preparation is the key to great 

navigation. Equipping attendees with “need-to-know” information before they get to the 

event can put their minds (and calendars) at ease. Know how and when your attendee 

wants communication so that you can create intrigue without intruding. 

Smartphones are one of many areas of opportunity. Our phones have become an extension 

of ourselves. They sit by us while we sleep, accompany us everywhere we go, and are a 

source of information and utility. We all travel and visit events with phones in hand. Today, 

event organizers are continually increasing their investments in smart applications to 

provide clear guidance for attendees both on- and off-site. 

But mobile isn’t the only avenue to explore. Balance your offering by providing self-

navigation tools in combination with some element of face-to-face support on-site to 

answer questions and direct traffic. Additionally, the design of the entire physical event 

space influences the navigated experience and can either ensure or neglect the support 

and guidance of attendees. Clever zoning, the application of colors, digital signage, and 

personalized attendee journeys are just a few techniques that allow attendees to discover 

the best way to navigate their own preferred experience.

With the help of social media 
monitoring, marketers are more 
prepared than ever before to listen, 
share, and help navigate.
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Give them a relevant experience

Value is determined by the attendees, and is not necessarily the same as what the event 

organizer values. Experiences are expected to be both personally relevant and sharable with 

their network and must have real insights. It’s time to move up one more level on the pyramid.

Finding that value, or determining how to deliver it, can be challenging. Oftentimes, attendees 

find value through the level of access you provide to experts and their unique insights and 

knowledge. But there should be more. Rather than offering the typical passive conference 

setting, transform your content to be engaging and entertaining. 

Create “wow” and appreciation, and deliver value by packaging the sessions to mirror the  

way attendees consume content on a daily basis. Doing so makes it relevant as well as  

easy to consume.

Ease of consumption is important, and with time being tight and attention limited, “bite-

sized” presentations—15 minutes or less and similar to the style of TED talks—can be 

highly effective. We now live and work alongside an “Instagram” generation, so keep it highly 

visual and allow the pictures to speak your thousand words. Leverage the digital tools your 

attendees are comfortable with and encourage participation. Integrate social media platforms 

into the live event. Empower even the most introverted attendees to voice their opinions. 

Do not be discouraged if attendees use their devices while at your event. Expect it and 

embrace it. Allow the second-screen phenomenon to engage attendees with a deeper, 

enhanced interactive experience. By further encouraging attendees who otherwise would 

have been distracted to participate, you’re more likely to get the real-time surveys and 

constructive feedback you want. 

Oftentimes, attendees find value through 
the level of access you provide to 
experts and their unique insights and 
knowledge. But there should be more.

VALU E

I need 
    value

INSIGHTS / MAXIMIZING ATTENDEE ENGAGEMENT AND VALUE BY DESIGN6



I need connections.
Give them a community experience

Whether it’s family, friends, or loved ones, Maslow identifies a deeply seated human need to 

connect on a personal level. In a world where screens dominate meetings and interactions, 

face-to-face opportunities have become more rare, yet more important. Attendees want to 

experience things together. They want to share, learn, and become a part of a community. 

Up to now, we’ve mostly exposed attendees to rational triggers that speak to their heads. 

With the introduction of emotive triggers that connect to their hearts, we have reached 

the make-or-break moment in the Hierarchy of Attendee Needs. It’s time to make the 

experience stick. For good.

To maximize the emotional connectivity of your community, networking opportunities must 

be widely offered and available. Think beyond parties and happy hours. Create social 

media meet-ups, birds-of-a-feather sessions, audience-generated discussion areas—even 

painting parties or exercise groups can be great ways to provide a relaxed atmosphere for 

individuals to make meaningful connections.

While some of these connections need to be live, face-to-face networking experiences, 

online connections can be made in meaningful and useful ways as well. Use these 

communities to obtain insights, ideas, and content. Allow experience designers to 

create and provide a platform for sharing relevant, useful, or entertaining content with a 

community that extends beyond the event itself.

With the introduction of emotive triggers 
that connect to their hearts, we have 
reached the make-or-break moment in the 
Hierarchy of Attendee Needs. It’s time to 
make the experience stick. For good.
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I need connections.
Give them a playful experience

Your attendees now know where they are going. They have determined the value they  

will gain from the event and have started to make connections. The fun can begin. 

By giving them the opportunity to engage with a community as well as get recognition  

and respect, their hearts begin to open to deeper experiences. They are in the perfect 

mindset to interact with both your brand and each other in ways that will make important 

and lasting impressions. Award and reward them and they will leave with a sense of 

purpose and achievement.

Once here, attendees are most comfortable creating a personal platform and sharing what 

they know. Encourage this behavior by providing a channel where people can contribute 

after the event ends. Allow them to participate in crowdsourcing activities to influence the 

content or experience and tap into the inherent competitive streak within all of us.

Remember that gamification is more than points and leaderboards. It’s a marketer’s 

opportunity to introduce content and information that’s both relevant and entertaining. 

Whether it’s unique content or featured experts and brands on-site, the best examples  

are those playful concepts that further connect the event experience and allow for  

deeper engagement.

By giving them the opportunity to engage
with a community, as well as get
recognition and respect, their hearts begin
to open to deeper experiences.
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Give them a memorable experience

Event attendees want to grow professionally. They want to evolve their business or their 

personal vision. They want to learn. Their attendance is driven by these wants. For Maslow, 

this is the meditational stage of self-actualization. Whether they are taking knowledge and 

connections home, internalizing them, or using them in their business or personal lives, what 

they take away will extend your event long after the lights go out. It’s key to allow attendees 

to extend their experience and share it with others.

With all that’s expected of them, event participants are far too busy to have time to absorb 

and reflect on all of the complex content that is presented. As live events become more 

participatory and action-packed experiences, event organizers must find new ways of 

providing bite-sized, digestible content to attract and engage their attendees. Content 

curation and packaging relies on both immediacy and portability to encourage interaction 

and future sharing.

Once the event is over, keep the conversation buzz flowing by providing tools to help 

attendees use and share your content with their colleagues. Encourage lunch-and-learn 

sessions. Keep the conversation going on social media. Crowdsource content for the next 

program. Support and enhance the connections the attendees made on-site with networking 

opportunities and virtual portals for selected communities. As event marketers, amplify  

your message beyond the walls of your event so that your attendees become a conduit to 

further conversations. 

Helping your attendees will drive the long-term success of the event itself and its growth 

potential in the years to come. If this is executed well, expect a high percentage of return 

attendees as well as repeat and increased sponsor participation and press coverage.

As live events become more participatory
and action-packed experiences, event
organizers must find new ways of
providing bite-sized, digestible content to
attract and engage their attendees.
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Success through need

It’s never been easier to identify your audience’s wants and 

needs. By visualizing the emotive and rational experience 

triggers that correspond to attendee need, we can pinpoint the 

lower levels of need that must be fulfilled before we expose our 

attendee to experiences aligned to a higher level of need. That 

said, because events are live interactions, there will be situations 

where certain need levels can work in parallel.

Through social media, we have the ability to meet attendee need 

levels more accurately and on time. By listening to them and 

understanding their needs with the help of mobile devices and 

embedded smart technologies, we as event organizers are able 

to understand whether our audiences are frustrated, lost, and 

alone, or happy, engaged, and connected—on-site, in real time.

Look through the lens of attendees’ needs and successfully 

capture their hearts and minds and move them to action faster. If 

attendees are satisfied and feel their goals have been reached, 

you will be closer to reaching your own event and ROI goals. ATTENDEE NEEDS
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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.

Request a consultation to learn  
about how to identify and engage 
your audiences.

want more?
ABOUT THE AUTHOR

NIRU DESAI | VP, STRATEGY INTERNATIONAL

Niru develops and designs experiential marketing strategies that enable  
clients to achieve a maximized event investment while increasing  
engagement and brand affinity among their target audiences. 

11 INSIGHTS /  MAXIMIZING ATTENDEE ENGAGEMENT AND VALUE BY DESIGN

https://www.freeman.com/contact 

	Contact Us 2: 


