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the case for portfolio planning
Your Roadmap to a Successful Brand Experience Strategy 
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If you feel like you’re running as hard as you can just to stay in place, 
it’s not surprising. 
Businesses today must deal with change on all sides, from evolving market demographics to shifting 

competitive landscapes and the rapid-fire introduction of new technologies. The only constant, it 

seems, is the need for agility. 

When it comes to planning your event marketing strategy, this is doubly true. You need a strategy 

that’s flexible enough to adapt to whatever conditions the market may throw at you — yet solid enough 

that you’re able to maintain your own “true north” even in these winds of change. 

However, it’s possible — and even likely — that a number of obstacles may prevent you from making 

the impact you need with your event strategy. Internal business owners may work in isolated silos 

with limited cross-team communication. Events may be managed separately from other marketing 

channels, never quite fully integrating with the total scope of your organization’s marketing efforts. And 

event decisions may be made on an ad-hoc basis rather than as part of a cohesive, comprehensive 

strategy that reflects the full range of factors that impact your business.

Ultimately, your success boils down to how well you can look across your event portfolio and answer 

this question: Why are we doing these events? 

If your answer is because you’ve always attended these events, it’s time to take a hard look at whether 

they are still serving your business and providing the ROI you need. Sure, the event may be a fun 

reunion for everyone… but if you’re talking with the same people year after year and not making a 

measurable impact, consider it a red flag that something is missing from your strategy. 
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What Is Portfolio Planning?
 

 

Portfolio planning is big-picture planning that helps you understand

how each individual event fits into your larger strategy. For example, 

perhaps you started going to a particular event as part of a specific 

product launch strategy. And maybe the event proved very successful 

for the launch. That’s fantastic. But here’s the thing: What did you do 

the next year?

•   Did you return to the same event, with the same footprint and 

the same tactics, even though you weren’t launching anything?

•   Did you make a decision to always tie product launches to the 

timing of this event?

•  Was your team able to coalesce around the product launch? 

•  Has the team been able to maintain that close collaboration? 

•   Have you considered how the event itself may be changing over 

time, including audiences and exhibitors?

It’s a lot to consider: internal factors, such as your company’s changing 

business goals and marketing strategy, as well as external factors, 

such as dynamic market conditions and evolving customer needs.

Portfolio planning gives you a structured process for looking at all of it.
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Portfolio planning gives you a structured process for looking at all of 

it, across the breadth of your event portfolio. The goal is to step away 

from reactively doing what you’ve always done and instead empower 

you to proactively leverage data-driven insights to identify both 

opportunity and waste. 

Portfolio planning can also be a hugely valuable tool to elevate the 

role of your events in your marketing plan. In the grand scheme of 

things, if marketing were a Thanksgiving dinner, events sometimes 

get stuck sitting at the little kids’ table. Portfolio planning helps to 

give your events the internal visibility they deserve, breaking down 

silos across the organization and allowing you to amplify your 

planning process. 

As you align your event spend with critical marketing and business 

initiatives, you’ll be able to not only save time and money but also 

you’ll position internal teams to better leverage and support each 

other’s work.

This, in turn, allows you to improve overall ROI and ensure each 

event supports your overall business vision and delivers real 

business results.
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vision
Portfolio planning helps to improve 
ROI and ensure each event supports 
your overall business
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Getting Started with  
Portfolio Planning

We find that the best way to move forward is to start by taking  

a step back.

     Step 1 Discovery

Take a long and hard look at the marketing you’re currently doing 

across all facets of your business. Open a dialogue with all the  

relevant teams — even those who are outside of the events arena.  

Each and every one of you needs to understand what the other is 

trying to accomplish from both a marketing and business standpoint. 

Only then will you begin to see how the events piece fits into the 

puzzle and can drive your collective success. 

For now, avoid discussing tactics or even specific events. Keep the 

conversation at a high level and focused on overarching business 

goals, so you can build a rock-solid foundation for the event plan  

you’ll ultimately create. 

     Step 2 Clarify Objectives and Audience Profiles 

Once everyone is on the same page with regard to business goals, you 

can drill down to define specific objectives and identify the audiences 

you want to reach. How do these objectives impact each of these 

audience segments? What outcome(s) do you want to drive? And, 

more important, once you know what you want to achieve, how can the 

event space help you bring it to fruition? 

Remember, we’re still not talking about specific events yet! However, 

the blueprint you create here will drive every event concept you 

develop later on. 
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     Step 3 Prioritize Events
As you gain clarity on what your event plan needs to achieve,  

you can begin to look across your entire experience channel,  

including proprietary events, global and regional events, tradeshow 

participation, and sponsor activations. 

For each event in your portfolio, assess how well the event fits  

the objectives and audience profiles you identified in Step 2, in  

terms of the criteria that make sense for your business. These  

criteria might include:

Weight each criteria according to relative importance to your business. 

For example, if reaching the right audience is more important to your 

business than whether your competitors are present at an event, then 

“target audience” would receive a higher weight.

Next, use these weighted criteria to rank each event: Tier One, Tier 

Two, Tier Three. As you do so, opportunities to make a bigger impact 

will quickly bubble to the top, and you’ll be able to start using real-

world insights to drive changes and allocate resources. 

• Target audience

• Partners

• Competitors

• Content relevance

• Calendar

• Business announcements

• Budgets

You’ll also find yourself better equipped to more 
clearly communicate your strategies to stakeholders, 
helping to build stronger alignment.
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to the top
Opportunities to make a bigger 
impact will quickly bubble
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Step back again and take a look at the opportunities you’ve identified; 

several key big ideas should emerge, although there may be nuances 

from event to event. You’re ready to begin developing the activation 

ideas that will bring these big ideas to life. 

The great news is that you don’t have to pull these ideas from thin 

air; the goals and objectives and audiences and priorities that you’ve 

already identified give you a roadmap. Each activation should explicitly 

map back to these items — and if it doesn’t, then it’s not the right idea 

for your business, no matter how creative the idea may seem.

Keep going with this until you have a full menu of activations across 

your event portfolio. This menu will be more than just a calendar of 

events; it will be the starting point for the entire experience design 

behind each event. Let the ranking you’ve determined for each event 

drive how you mix and match tactics. For example, you might use a full 

set of activations for a Tier One event, while Tier Three events might 

need fewer activations.

These activations take your event plan from theoretical to tangible, 

allowing you to get all of your stakeholders on the same page and 

helping to ensure the entire event portfolio parallels your organization’s 

broader marketing plan.

      Step 4 Validate Your Strategy

INSIGHTS / THE CASE FOR PORTFOLIO PLANNING9



needed
You’ll build the strongest 
foundation to justify your 
strategy and adapt as
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      Step 5 Implement the Plan and Measure 
Each event now has a menu of activations that track against specific 

deliverables, and all elements of the experience design — every 

message and creative element along the audience journey — now tie 

back to specific priorities and support the central business objectives 

that you’ve identified.

The result is a sharp, clear, cohesive portfolio plan that you can 

activate, event by event. 

Of course, your work isn’t done yet. As each event occurs, it’s 

critical to track the KPIs that will best demonstrate the impact of 

the event on your business. This might include booth visits, product 

demos, social media hits or whatever metrics are most relevant for 

your business. By reporting these results, you’ll build the strongest 

foundation to justify your strategy and adapt as needed. And you’ll 

have a head start developing next year’s approach. 

This comprehensive process of identifying goals and gaps means 

you no longer need to reinvent the wheel with every event. When you 

ensure early on that goals are defined and teams are aligned, by the 

time you’re ready to talk about a specific event, the conversation is 

completely transformed from “Okay, what are we doing this year?” to 

“Okay, how do we accomplish X?”

Ultimately, portfolio planning puts you firmly back in control of your 

overall vision to drive home business goals. It’s a distinctive shift that 

will have long-lasting impact for your business… and will help to 

create maximum impact in your market.

 

INSIGHTS / THE CASE FOR PORTFOLIO PLANNING11



© 2017 Freeman. All Rights Reserved.

Request a consultation to learn more 
about how portfolio planning can help  
you achieve your goals. 

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.

want more?
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