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Event organizers know that when it comes to impressing attendees, 

the bar is getting higher all the time. However, event organizers also 

have something else to consider: the need to be more sustainable 

and eco-conscious. 

When done well, sustainable events can make 
a fantastic impression on attendees while 
helping the environment AND saving money.

To make that happen, though, there are some hurdles to overcome. 

Here are some of the top challenges of hosting an eco-friendly event.

     Travel  

Unless you’re dealing solely in small, local events, your attendees will 

likely be traveling to attend your event. The bigger the event, the more 

people who are flying in from all over the country (or even the world). 

And with air travel being one of the largest contributors to global 

emissions, your event could leave a massive carbon footprint before 

people even pick up their badges.

     Food Waste  

The last thing any event organizer wants to deal with is a food shortage 

(and the furious, hungry attendees who result). Plus, accommodating 

diverse tastes and food requirements can require offering a broad 

variety of options. However, thousands of tons of surplus food from 

conferences get wasted every year. 

       There are ways to reduce food waste while still keeping people  

happy. The Rio, a Caesars Entertainment Property in Las Vegas, donated  

7,135 pounds of surplus food from just ONE three-day conference.

     Different Goals  

The event organizer may run the event, but what about the facility? 

Event organizers aiming for greener events may encounter roadblocks 

if facility management is not open to discussions around waste 

management processes, or if they simply aren’t equipped to meet the 

organizer’s aims.
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     Size of the Event  

The organizer for a massive show should have the budget and buying 

power to set up comprehensive sustainability programs. But what 

about the little guy? Small, local shows may struggle with establishing 

infrastructure or bringing together stakeholders to establish new 

operating practices. 

     Swag 

Exhibitors want to attract as many people as possible to their booth, 

and often use giveaway items to do so. How many? A lot: Swag is a 

$19 billion industry in the U.S. How many of these items, however, just 

wind up in landfills? 

       Other options: digital swag bags for less waste and encouraging 

exhibitors to entice attendees with experiences instead of stuff. 

     Water Bottles 

Personal water bottles and refill stations are convenient and green. 

Yet, many events still hand out disposable water bottles, which create a 

huge amount of waste: Only about 31 percent of all single-use bottles 

get recycled. 

     Awareness 

Even if organizers work hard to make a show sustainable, the 

challenge is getting exhibitors and attendees engaged in your efforts 

without causing undue inconvenience or friction. How can you find 

ways to make sure everybody understands what you’re doing, why, and 

what their role is? And, how can you make sustainability as convenient 

as possible? How much should you try to change their behavior, as 

opposed to just “greening” everything for them behind the scenes? 

     Exhibits 

Every exhibitor wants to stand out. And every organizer wants to  

make sure attendees have the information they need. Big exhibit 

frames and large signage can result in a lot of carbon use (for 

production and shipping) and material waste (when single-event  

items get thrown away). 

 
      Aluminum-frame exhibits with removable fabric displays are several  

times lighter, easier to ship, and the frames can easily be reused.  

Consider printing graphics that work for multiple events.

     Buying Local 

There is no doubt that buying local is often a greener choice, if solely 

due to the transportation factor: The closer the supplier is to the event 

facility, the less fuel is needed to deliver the items. The catch? Large 

distributors tend to be less expensive, due to sheer volume. With tight 

budgets, event organizers are facing difficult choices.

       Some organizers are choosing the best of both worlds, buying 

local for heavier, larger items and picking inexpensive distributors for 

lightweight items with a smaller footprint.
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     Materials  

A well-informed attendee is a happy attendee. However, event 

organizers are often left facing mountains of unused paper handouts. 

A typical trade show can generate the equivalent of 170 trees worth of 

paper waste. Add in shipping, and the environmental impact increases 

even more. 

     Community Support

Sustainability is often a community effort, and event organizers want 

to support local community projects and non-profits, either by donating 

post-show materials or by providing volunteer opportunities. The 

challenge, however, is accurately estimating donation amounts so that 

charities can more easily plan their distribution. In addition, finding 

ways for local sustainability groups to pitch in effectively can be a 

tricky task for event teams. 

     ????? 

No, that wasn’t a typo. For many event organizers, the biggest 

sustainability challenge is a sheer lack of data. If events aren’t tracking 

their waste, their energy usage, their food consumption, or other similar 

areas, they’re unable to a) know how sustainable their event is, and b) 

know if any of their efforts have a tangible effect. 

These challenges are not ones to be taken lightly, but they don’t all 

need to be solved at once. 

Pick one area to focus on per year and gradually improve your 

footprint. As audiences grow more aware of the environmental 

footprint of trade shows, conferences, and other major events, their 

expectations will rise. Staying ahead of the sustainability curve 

allows you to establish yourself as a leader, while setting an example 

for attendees, sponsors, and the industry at large. 
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Request a consultation to learn  
more about sustainable solutions 
for your event.
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want more?

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.

About Sustainable Brands 
This paper is co-sponsored by Sustainable Brands and the Event Industry 

Council. It is the result of a Freeman-sponsored session on sustainability 

in the event industry at Sustainable Brands 2018, moderated by Terry 

Nelidov, Managing Director, Erb Institute | Business for Sustainability, 

University of Michigan
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