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Event management: how to plan and run a great event (part three)
Hello and welcome to part three on running and planning a great event. So far we’ve looked at determining your aims and objectives, including your audience and budget allocation, setting an events plan including creating a risk register, picking a date and venue, as well as the resources you may need to consider or purchase when planning your event. In this part we’ll focus on attendee management and the journey of a booked attendee. We’ll also be identifying the key components when setting a marketing plan including free advertising opportunities, as well as the resources you may need to consider. 

The first step is to consider how your attendees are going to register to attend your event and this may depend on the type of event you’re organising. For example, the process to register for the Around the Bay bike ride in Melbourne where thousands of applicants apply will likely require an external agency to manage the process, whereas a VIP Dinner for 30 people could be managed in house via email and phone responses. When deciding what booking process is best for you, there are some common things that you can consider. 
Who’s your audience and how would they like to make bookings with you? 
An older audience may want to RSVP via phone, whereas a younger audience may want to join a Facebook event. This might affect how you send out your invites as well as how you take the bookings. If your audience is mixed, give attendees as many options as possible to sign up to your event (by phone, email, online or on paper) but remember that you must comply with the Privacy Act and should never share an individual’s details without permission. 
What resources do you have to take bookings?

Taking hundreds of bookings via phone and email could be very time consuming so think about how you will manage the booking process. There are number of online services that are able to take bookings for you, such as Eventbrite, but it’s worth reading the small print as they may take a share of your profits if you’re going to be charging for your event.  
Have you collected all the information you need to run a successful event? 

If attendees are replying to an email address they may end up forgetting vital information that you need to know – such as their dietary or access requirements. To ensure that you gather all the information you need it’s a good idea to set up an online or paper booking form for them to fill out. This can also be used by staff as a checklist if they’re taking bookings over the phone. 
Where will you keep track of their booking information, and who will be responsible for it? 

It’s important that you retain as much information as you need to ensure your attendees have a positive experience at your event. For example, you will need to know if they’ve paid their invoice or not and what their dietary and access requirements are. If an attendee phones up to change their booking details think about who will manage this and whether the information needs to be stored in a central database or spread sheet for everyone to update.  
Is there a limit to the number of places available? If so, will you have a waitlist if you sell out? 

For any event there are normally a proportion of attendees who don’t show up due to illness, travel or other external factors. If your event is free, the drop-out rate normally increases so it’s always worth over booking. A general rule of thumb for a free event is roughly 15% of attendees won’t show up but this is very much dependant on your audience, event content and timings. 
Make sure you work out your cancellation policy before selling tickets, and  If you’re worried about over or under booking, try and do some market research to see whether there are other organisations that have run something similar and what their up-take is. Make sure you have a contingency plan for anyone who turns up and can’t get in. Remember, if you’re charging for your event attendees will have the right to a refund if you can’t provide the service they have paid for.
Through good communication and proper planning you can reduce the number of no shows. It is not enough to take a booking and then forget about your attendees. You need to continue to engage with them throughout the lead up to your event and plan how you’re going to do this. Think about the information they need when they make their initial booking for example, confirmation of their place and payment, and then think about any further information or actions they need to take a month before – perhaps they can start networking with delegates in an online forum or they need to receive a fundraising pack. Don’t assume that because they’ve booked your event they have put it in their diaries or kept the confirmation details in a safe place! It’s ok to repeat the same information once they’ve booked on, so a couple of days before the event make sure you remind them again of the event details and their booking information – it’s surprising how many people book themselves onto an event and then forget all about it! An example attendee journey can be downloaded from the course website.  
Once your booking systems and attendee journey plans have been finalised you can start to think about promoting your event. 
Promote your event enthusiastically and widely. This step is about attracting the right audiences for your event. All your hard work so far will be wasted if nobody knows about it. It’s essential to allow enough time to create a buzz and allow people to plan to attend. As a rule of thumb, think about beginning a publicity campaign – or at least notifying likely participants of the date – six months in advance.
Identify your key messages for your event, for example, a conference may have different elements throughout the day such as learning opportunities at workshops, networking opportunities or money saving ideas. Split these key messages out in your planner so that one week you focus on workshop content, the next on networking and so forth. As this stage you should also put in the key milestones to your promotional planner for example when your early bird discount is going to end, and when you need to send final booking numbers and catering requirements to the venue. If your audience is diverse you may need to think about having differing messages for different audiences. 

It’s often best to use a mix of both online and offline methods to promote your event such as social media, posters, letters and emails so the next step is to list all the platforms where you could promote your messages. 
For example, if you’re going to be sending an email about workshops, consider getting a workshop speaker to blog and tweet about their workshop content. Be consistent and don’t mix your messages across your promotional platforms. The more places people see the same message, the more likely they are to remember your event when you ask them to book. If you find one message works better than another make note of this for future event campaigns. 
To help you decide which promotional platforms are appropriate for your organisation given your resources and other circumstances I will go through a few that I think may be useful to consider.
Publicity in hard form (such as posters, flyers and letters) can be a good way to reach audiences who may not already be engaged with you. Make sure they’re clear and informative and don’t include too much information, but ensure that the crucial details;
•
what the event is

•
what and who it’s for/in aid of

•
who’s running it

•
when it takes place

•
where it takes place

•
what it costs to take part

•
who to contact for more information is all present and correct.
Remember that there are normally costs associated with hard form publicity such as design fees, printing costs and postage so consider your return on investment before going down this route. 
Email can be an extremely effective tool for promoting your event, and regular e-bulletins and updates can help to generate excitement. Don’t just send out the same email every few weeks, though: include new developments and the latest news about your event. Again, ensure that each email includes the crucial details already mentioned above (as well as a link to your website) and that you comply with data protection legislation.
If you have limited resource, social media is a great way of promoting your event. Post a link to your event on Twitter and create a hashtag than can be reused easily to flag up your event. If the speakers of your event have blogs, why not ask them to blog about the day. They are often picked up by search engines and are great content for use in social media as they can be easily shared. Depending on your audience, consider sharing the event or blog posts on Facebook and LinkedIn Groups which are relevant. 
Following on from this, make sure that your website and social media accounts are regularly updated. But don’t overlook traditional media or forget the law of proximity. 
If your event is relevant to your local community, ring the local press or community radio and talk about your event, they are often scouting for news stories so will probably be happy to mention it in the next issue or show.

Don’t forget to ask your members and supporters to attend and/or publicise the event; they may be able to reach a much wider pool of potential delegates. If not, they may know someone who could help. Ask them to spread the word. 
If your organisation is a local branch of a national organisation – ask the ‘head office’ or a neighbouring branch if they know anyone or can send out information for you. 
Consider advertising with other organisations that may have similar audiences. 

Make use of voluntary and community organisation networks. Local volunteer centres are a good place to start. 
Sponsorship - Financial or in-kind support from another organisation, such as a local business or a large corporation, in exchange for publicity at your event - can help offset costs and boost your organisation’s profile. Moreover, if your event is successful, there may be an opportunity to build a more long-lasting partnership with an outside organisation.  If  you do decide to approach a sponsor, be clear and realistic about what you expect from them. Equally important, let them know what they can expect from you in return. 

Whichever way you decide to go it’s important that you put together a marketing plan and measure your results so that you can learn which platforms or messages were more effective.  
So we’ve come to the end of part three. Just as a quick recap, we talked about ways to manage your bookings, your attendees’ journey once they are booked on and we also focused on ways to promote your event. The final part of this course will look at planning for running the event on the day, including problem solving, and we’ll cover post-event communications and the event evaluation process.  
