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AEBSTRACT

The viability of the convention bureau arnd the nature of clientele it comretes for
constitute 3 unique rart of the overall travels tourism and leisure markets. To effectively
rarticirate in this market reauires z basic wunderstanding of the characteristics of the
industry that make it viable. This includes 3 socio—-ecornomic analysis of the area served by
the convention bureau and-the characteristics of the convention attendee. The interface of
these variables can indicate the rotential of different markets. This rarer is rurrosed with
detsiling 3 srecific case study incorrorating these analyses.

THE CONVENTION RUREAU AND
THE LEISURE ERUSINESS

INTRODUCTION

The role of conventions and conventiorn bureaus in the overall travels tourism and
leisure business 1is 3 unicue orne. It is the rurrose of this arnaluysis to indicate srecific
characteristics of this industry as it relates to market analysiss suddest an overview method
for arFrroximating the viasbility of such business for 3 rarticular marketr and finallys to
review rossible socio-rolitical interfaces that should be considered in such research.

TRENIS IN CONVENTION EUSINESS

Orne does rnot have to rerform extensive research to document the merits and relative
imrortance of convention busirness to the travel or leisure industry. Gccording to Laventhol
and Horwath the rercentade of motel-hotel duwests who are conventioneers increased from 15 to
22 rercent between 1976 and 1977 (2y r, 15). It is 3lso 3 denerally accerted fact that the
averade daily exrenditure of the convention deledate exceeds that of the rleasures/vacation
traveler. For examrley it was estimated that in 1975 conventiorieers rerresented six rercent
of the total room nmidhtss but accounted for over 10 rercent of the industruy’s total revernue
(2 F. 15). In 1978 UWorld Coovention Dates estimated anm atterndarnce of over 20 million at
meetinds and conventions scheduled. Over six vears ador Meetiods and Cooveotioos estimated
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that this market was about $10 billion. In shorty convention busirness is a sisnificant,énq
increasind share of the travel market.

The rotential of this lucrative market has rnot done ‘unnoticed by the tourist industry,.
As early ac 1967 Business Week noted the arrarent drowind comretition for convention business
3s evidernced by the construction of surrort facilities such as coliseums and exhibition
centers across the conutry (5 g 158) . Membershirs in the National Association of
Convention and Visitor Rureaus numbered 76 at that tiame. Todaygrs this number is in excess of
120 cities. Entry into this market by many cities stems from some key characteristics of
this tyre of businecs. These are reviewed in the followind analysis which stems from 3
crecent feasibilitwy study conduclted by the EBureau of Business Research at the University of

Southern Mississiesi (1).

THE BUSINESS /CONVENTION

TRIF CHARACTERISTICS

According to the U.S. Travel ata Centery 1?2 rercent of 3ll trirs taken in 1980 were
for rfurroses of businecs or convention travel (4y ¢, 14)." Most of these trirs, or 57
rercenty were to small SMSA‘’s or to 3 smaller town or city riot considered am SMSA (4y F. 14)
and more thar one-third were for distances under 400 miles (4y r. S59).2 Only eidht rercent
of the trirs included children with 65 rercent beind only a3 sindle adult (4y r. 67). Lendth
of stay indicated that 40 rercent of these trirs were for two to three nidghts with 68 rercent
beind two or more nidhts (4y . 62). Ten rercent of the business/convention trirs were
considered as & vacation trir 3s well (4y =, 68). Over halfs S6 rercents of these trirs
were taken by autor truck or RV while 42 rercent were by 3ir transrortation (4 F. 69) .
These data rrovide 3 derneral rrofile of the +trir characteristics of the busimness and
convention traveler and thusy establish the nature of this market.

CHARACTERISTICS OF THE CONVENTION MARKET

Growth in the number of convention bureaus suddeste that many areas are discovering they
can comrete effectively in this market. Durind the course of a3 rreliminary feasibility study
conducted by the EBureau of Business Research for a3 bureau in Jacksony Mississirrir some of
the reasons for this marked drowth became clearer. Srecificallyr findinds from a3 study
conducted by UWarld Coaveation Dates showed that 84 rercent of the conventions consisted of
less tham 1+000 deledates while 60 rercent have less tham S00 deledates. As seen in Table 1
any area with at least S00 to 1+000 first class hotel-motel rooms with adecuate and
reasonably accessible surrort facilities can rrobably comrete for from 60 to 84 rercent of
the existindg wmarket. A similar study conducted by the International Association of
Convention and Visitor Bureaus (IACVE) revezled comrarable results as seen in Table 2. In
this case over 71 rercent of the conventions had deledates of 1+000 or less. Needless to
S3Yy there 3re other criteria which need to be . rresent’'to make a3 local 3area viable and
comretitive 3s a3 convention siteié howevery to s3tisfy loddind needs 1is an essential
rrereauisite. Many communities do meet this first criterion and would srobably be well
advised to extend their analusis further to evaluate what else thew have to offer 3s &

convention site.

Also worthy to rote in Table 2 1is the rnumber of redgional conventionse. 0f those
conventions of 1+000 or 1lessy which rerresented 71 rercent of the totals arrroximately
orne-third were redional conventions versus national in score. Thusy smaller areas with dood
market rroximity within a3 rarticular redion benefit from this sedment of the market.
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CHARACTERISTICS OF 'IACVB MEMEER
CITIES AND THEIR CONVENTION
RUREAUS

" Forulation

Accordind to the 1227 Statistical abstiract of the U.S. there were 157 cities with an
estimated 1975 rorulation of 100,000 or more. As of 1979 the IACVE rerorted a membershir of
arrrovimately 120 within the U.S.s arrroximateluy 88 rercent ‘'of this membershir had convention
thureaus domociled im cities of 100+s000 or more. Thusy 3bout 60 rercent of U.S. cities with
100,000 or more have convention bureaus (limited to IACVE membershir). Sidnificant to the
smaller communitiesy howeversy is the fact that about 22 rercent of the IACVE membershir was
cities with less thamn 100,000 rorulation. Irn factsy half of those cities under 100,000 were
50,000 rorulatiorn or less. Ad3iny the data suddest that while most of the convention bureau
cities are 100s000+y. this is rnot mecessarily the rrime determinant of a..-successful bureau
oreration. The subdect city in this case study had 3 rorulation estimated at 147,000 in
1975y which arreared relatively favorable based on this analysise.

Euddets

Euddeting levels of convention bureaus vary markedly stemming from the tyre and source
aof fundind rFfrovideds, comretition in the desidnated market sedments etc. To contrast buddet
levelss IACVE members with rorulations comsarable to Jackson were reviewed 3s seen in Table
3. Fifteern cities af +£20,000 of Jackson fell in this rande with buddets from $20,000 to
$13.7 millions the 1l3tter beind Las Vedas. Two others had buddets of over $1 millions Salt
Lake City at asbout $1.3 milliorn and Kansas City at $1.02 million. The remainind sites randed

from $90,000 to $420,000.

Most of the funds used for the oreration of convention bureaus come from room sales
taxes. This source rerresented 3lmost S8 rercent of the IACVE member buddets in 1979.
HMembershir dues and derneral sales taxes were the rnext 1lardest sources a3t 11.6 arnd 11.2
~ercents resrectively. All others were less than four rercent a3s seen in Table 4.

Arnalysis of the Room Tax

Taking the sradmatic arrroach the feasibility analysis was made on the basis of fundind
the srorosed convention bureau with a3 hotel- motel sales tax. BRased on 3 orne-rercent levy it
w3s estimated that this tax would wield over $290,000 in 1980. This level of fundind would
be arrrovimately ecual to or exceed half of the sixteen cities of comrarable rorulation to
Jacksorn as rresented in Table 3. It was also discovered that of the 112 IACVE member cities
rerortindg 3 room tair» 65 rercent exceeded 3 total room tax (3ll taxes) of six rercent (the
rate that would be arrlicatle to Jackson with a3 orne rercent room sales tax). Thuss the
rorosed tax would be very comretitive with other cornvention sites on this basis.

Use of the room tax also arreared to be the most accertable ortion based on ecornomic
arduments. Srecificallyy those berefitind from the services of the local buresus the
convention attendees would bear the exrense of the service via the room ta:x. It was @lso
estimated that a madority of cornvention atterdees came from out- of-state. Thuss the tawm
would rerresent rew money from outside the local area or state versus a3 tax on residents of
“he 1local 3area. To the extent this was truer it would rFrut rno rressures on the existing tax
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bases. for orerating funds or necessitate any redistribution of .existing tax funds. -

Still furthers the room tax was rot considered redressive (i.e.r it would not rfut
twrden on lower income grours i the area) since most atterndeess whether from out-of-state o
oty were turically middle or urrer income g€rours. Althoudgh the room tax was Frorortional ia
its levy (ji.e.ry arne rercent rer dollsar)y it weuld be disrrorortionally borne by middle arne
uFrrFer income grours and for the most rart by out-of-state convention attendees.

Hotel-wmotel sales demonstrated a3 stable and consistent drowth rattern over the rast
decader and there was little evidence to sudgest that they would declirne in the future.
Thuss. for these reasonss hotel-motel sales as 3 tax base were considered to be a highls
desirable <cource Lo fund the rrorosed convention bureau. Analysis of vacancy ratios a3alse
showed the relstively lerdge conventions could be accommodated at certain times of the yea:

thased on the inventory of about 4,800 rooms.

EXISTING SUFFORT FACILITIES

It is bevyond the score of this analusis to detail the various surrort facilities offerec
by the sub.dect city., Suffice it to sayr they were deemed to be more than adeauate. Almost
contiduous to the central business district and the mador convention hotel rrorerties were ¢
coliseum with a3 rermanent seatind caracity of over 6+500y 3 43,000 scuare foot exhibitior
buildindy 3 medern auditorium to seat 2,500y etc. Local bus and shuttle services were ratec

as do0od alons with accessibility by air travel and highwas networks. -

THE RESULTS

Based on the findinds from the feasibility analysiss which has been dealt with here vers
cursorilys and the endorsements of several area drours related to the travel industry, a3 bill

wzas introduced in the state ledgislature to authorize the local area to levys the tawm. The
hill as firally effered called for a one rercent tax on hotel-motel room sales and one
rercent on food and licuor sales at restaurants. It failed. In facty this effort

rerresented the third attemrt a3t rassing 3 bill of this tuyre since 1976.

The value of examinind 3 case study of this nature lies in exrlorind rossible reasonc
why rositive actions were not taken desrite the fact that the feasibility analysis showec
very favorable findinds. Truind to arrive at a3 consensus of orinion was difficult; however,
certain factors arreared to be noteworthy as an outdgrowth of the research.

One of the madJdor items noted by individuals associated with convention business as
havindg an imract on Jackson’s competitiveness as a convention center was current laus
definindg limited hours in which sales of alcoholic beverades were rermitted. Imracts of
these redulations on the convention market were difficult to cuantify and even harder to desal
with in terms of the benefits of relaxed hours versus additional rublic costs that may be
incurred. It was denerally conceded that these laws would have to be chanded to frovide a
comrletely comretitive convention site. On the other hands there has been 1local orrosition
from certsin drcurs to relaxindg such laws. While the role of this item in killing the bill
was most difficult to determine (in facts it arrarently did rot surface during the bill’s
consideraticonts the rotentiz) ramifications of thig issue were no doubt rFresent.

Folitical interfaces 3lso seemed to be involved in this bill‘s demise. It was the
ofFinion of some advoc3tes of the bill that is was stumied due to existing intrastate
comretition for convention business. Creation and funding of such a bureau were claimed to
disturb the existing comretitive structure in the state. Ironicallyy a3 similar bill was
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rassed for the gulf coast area of the states the dererally recosdnized tourist center.

Other evaluations 1laid the blame for the bill‘’s failure to the 1local delegation of
rerresentatives. Lack of effective lobby and surrort from those in the travel industry were
also mentioned. Whatever the.rrimary reasonsy the bill rever came to a3 vote due ‘to its
failure to move out of the 3arrrorriate committees by the recuired deadlirnes (3).

The lessons of this case study seem clear. Although feasibility studies wmay rrovide
valuable inFut in identifying the wmerits of 3 #erorosaly they- cannot overcome the
socio-rolitical interface that must 3lso be concuered. When furnding is tied to taxing
schemes that rneed be arrroved by ledislative rroceduresr many thinds can do astray and for

reasons not 3always comrletely understood.

This analysis is rnot intended as a reJdoinder due to a3 nedative resronse to a feasibility
analysis. Rathers it 1illustrates that orne method of analysis is 3 comrarative analysis of
the market urder consideration with other similar'margets{ It 3also vividly roints out that
rrorosed tourist and travel ordanizations recuesting rublic funding amust 3lways consider the
imracts of srecific local factors affecting rFrorosals and be willind to deal with the
socio-rolitical realities of seeind their Frorosals throudghe.

1 A *trir® is defirned a travel to a rlace 100 miles or wmore 3away from home and returns
whether or rnot an overnight stay was involved.

2 Standard Metrorolitan Statistical Area.
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TABLE 1

DISTRIBUTION OF CONVENTIONS BY SIZE: 1968

Number of Number of Percentage of
Delegates Conventions Total Conventions
Less than "500 4,546 60%
500-999 1,801 24
1,000-1,999 620 7
2,000-2,999 221 3
3,000 and over _460 _6
Total 7,648 100%

Source: World Convention Dates, 1968.

Table 2. DISTRIBUTION OF CONVENTIONS BY SIZE
AND GEOGRAPHICAL COVERAGE: 1967

Size of
Convention National Regional Total Percentage
Under 250 550 345 895 20.15
250-400 480 252 732 16.48
400-600 539 231 770 17.34
600-800 261 91 352 7.92
800-1000 337 82 419 9.43
1000-1500 405 82 487 10.96
1500-2000 190 56 246 5.54
2000-3000 165 37 202 4.55
-3000-5000 120 18 138 3.11
5000-7000 45 9 54 1.21
7000-10,000 37 4 41 .92
Over 10,000 93 13 106 2.39

3,222 1,220 4,442 100.00

Source: Conventions by Size. International Association of Convention
Bureaus, 1967.
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Table 3.

CONVENTION BUREAU BUQGETS OF IACVB
CITIES OF COMPARABLE POPULATION TO JACKSON

Budgets ($000)

City Population (000)
JACKSON 167 S o
Amarillo 139 291
Anchorage 161 420
Arlington 174 320
Colorado Springs 180 375
Kansas City 168 1,022
Las Vegas 146 13,769
Lexington 186 240
Lubbock 164 151
Madison le8 219
Montgomery 153 218
Providence 168 90
Salt Lake City 170 1,264
Shreveport 186 302
Spokane 174 161
Syracuse 183 202

aIncluded cities that were * 20,000 of Jackson's 1975 population.

Bource: U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, Statistical Abstract
of the U.S., pp. 22-24, 1977, and 1979 Bureau Funding Survey, Inter-

National Association cf Convention and Visitor Bureaus.
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Table 4. DISTRIBUTION OF TOTAL BUDGETS BY REVENUE SOURCE

IN 1979 POR 120 IACVB MEMBERS

Total Budgets

Percent of

- Item By Source ($Millions) Total
Room Sales Tax $46.61 57.6
Membership Dues 9.42 11.6
General Sales Tax 9.04 11.2
Other Income (book)

Sales, adv., etc.) 3.01 3.7
General State Prov. Tax 2.97 3.7
Chamber of Commerce 2.04 2.5
Other Taxes 1.83 2.3
Grants or Matching Funds 1.81 2.2
Other Funds 1.49 1.8
General County Tax 1.41 1.7
Restaurant Sales Tax 1.19 1.5
Donations .09 0.1

Total $80.91 100.0

Source: 1979 Bureau Funding Survey, International Association of Converition

and Visitor Bureaus.
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