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MEETING PROS TO
WATCH IN 2017

C

onventionSouth is proud to
present our Meeting Professionals To Watch in 2017. These
individuals, nominated by their
peers, work hard all year long,
applying their creative skills and
managerial talents so that the meetings and events
they plan are successful, fun and energizing. So,
it is with great pleasure that we take this opportunity to honor them and all their contributions to
the meetings and events industry.
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The meeting pros featured in this issue come
from a wide range of industries and interests,
including medical specialties, defense contracting, educational and governmental associations,
video gaming marketers, veterans’ organizations
and political groups. They arrange unique events,
such as a night under the stars for a group of
astrologers, a pig race that is part of a folk festival, medical workshops that include real-time
research and environmental field trips.
What they all have in common is their ability

to deal with the constant challenges of working
within tight timelines, budgetary restrictions and
the demands of diverse assortments of people.
They are constantly called upon to apply their
creative skills and add new elements that will engage people of all ages, but especially the growing number of millennials who are becoming an
increasingly important segment of the meetings
industry. What they also share is a love for their
work and the joy in seeing the successful results
of their efforts when an event is successful. n
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MARCI NESSING
Conference Manager
Meeting Expectations
Atlanta, Ga.
6 Years In The Business
Challenging
the Chef
It’s often said that
“too many cooks
spoil the broth,” but
when Marci Nessing arranged for
325 meeting attendees to participate in
a sponsored, team-based, iron chef challenge,
the results were very appealing. “Each group
accessed a pantry table and was challenged to
create the tastiest, best-named salad dressing,”
Nessing explained. “All entries were included
in a lunchtime salad bar and taste-tested by the
attendees. This activity also provided a fantas-

tic networking opportunity for vendors to compete with potential customers they would not
normally interact with at the event! I worked
hand in hand with the hotel chef and his staff to
achieve each goal ahead of tight deadlines and
within budget.”
Nessing said she has also been fortunate to
work on several events that focused on building, flying and even racing FPV drones. “It’s
exciting to engage with an industry that is on
the brink of exploding,” she said. “I’ve learned
an incredible amount about selling exhibit
space to first-time exhibitors, we’ve helped
convention centers create their in-house drone
rules and regulations and we even overcame
all the logistical challenges associated with
planning a drone race on an island that is only
accessible by ferry!”
Challenges: “It’s challenging to balance
multiple clients, at various stages of events,
and still make sure they feel like they are ►
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REWARDS:
“I love watching a complex
project come full circle
and it’s exceptionally
rewarding to see your
piece of the puzzle bring
an event to life. I also
appreciate the opportunities this industry has given
me. I’ve traveled to places
I never imagined and met
some of the most fantastic
people out there.”
—Marci Nessing, Meeting Expectations

Northshore Harbor Center

Conventions. Events. Extraordinary Experiences.

Thank You
For naming us “one of the best meeting sites in the South” for FIVE consecutive years!
Something wonderful happens when we have a place to get together...
The Northshore Harbor Center is honored to be named “one of the best meeting sites in the South” for five
consecutive years, by ConventionSouth readers. When you walk into our facility, you’ll understand that we’re not
just renting a building; we’re setting the standard for service.
Whether planning a conference, business meeting, or social function, let the Northshore Harbor Center be your
home away from home. We promise to treat you like family, and help create your perfect event.
The Northshore Harbor Center is centrally located between New Orleans and the Gulf Coast, and is easily
accessible to I-10, I-12, & I-59. We are a full-service convention center with 18,000 square ft. of meeting space and
features meeting and event experts at your service, award winning on-site catering, and ample free parking.

See you there.
To book your next event, call us at 985-781-3650 or
visit www.northshoreharborcenter.com
www.conventionsouth.com
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getting 110 percent of my attention. Staying
organized and having relevant information at
my fingertips helps me to prioritize and keep
the pace of our planning schedule whether I am
sitting at my desk or walking the aisles of an
exhibit hall.”
Advice: “I believe a flexible personality
goes a long way when responding to challenges. When you are prepared for challenges and plan to be flexible, it’s much
easier to pivot quickly to accommodate for
the unexpected. As much as I’m on the road,
I need information at my fingertips. Web-

maryland
& the dc area
Readers’ Choice Award Winners
• Annapolis Waterfront Hotel,
Autograph Collection
• Gaithersburg Marriott Washingtonian
Center
• Garrett County Chamber of Commerce
• Gaylord National Resort & Convention
Center, See Ad On Page 51
• Hyatt Regency Chesapeake Bay
Golf Resort
• Hyatt Regency Washington on
Capitol Hill
• Montgomery County CVB
• National Aquarium
• Ocean City, Maryland CVB
• Visit Baltimore
• Visit Howard County

Honorable Mention Award Winners
• The Conference Center at the
Maritime Institute
• Hilton Baltimore BWI Airport Hotel
• Turf Valley Resort
• Wisp Resort

New & Renovated Award Winners
• College Park Marriott Hotel and
Conference Center
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based tools like SmartSheet, Office 365 and
Skype for Business give my colleagues and
I the ability to access timelines, floor plans,
outstanding deliverables, action items and
information for easy collaboration, communication and updates on the go. I also find
setting certain expectations with a client,
very early in the planning process, allows
the communication to flow during the entire
planning cycle.”

LANA ARCHER
Director, Hamner Conference Center of the
North Carolina Biotechnology Center
Research Triangle Park, N.C.
20 Years In The Business
Exploring the
Galaxy
Among the thousands of events
that Lana Archer
helped organize
at the Hamner
Center during
2016, a Destination
Station Event sponsored by the Center for the
Advancement of Science in Space (CASIS)
and NASA stands out. “Destination Station is
NASA’s International Space Station Program
national awareness campaign and traveling
exhibit, which promotes research opportunities, educates communities about activities
performed on the International Space Station,
and communicates the real and potential impacts of the station on everyday lives,” Archer

explained. “Astronaut Doug Wheelock participated in the event. He discussed the events that
led up to his becoming an astronaut, showed
a riveting film about the space program and
spent a lot of time speaking with children about
careers having to do with science in space. This
was an incredible event.”
Advice: “Our team has ‘Plan B’ drills in
which we create hypothetical worst-case scenarios and come up with ways to work around
them. Having a preconceived ‘Plan B’ is a
huge help when a crisis really does arise. For
example, if for some reason catering is late, or
unable to be delivered, we know in advance
what restaurant/alternate caterer we can call
to get equivalent catering quickly. More examples: if the weather is too harsh to hold an
event in an outside space, we’ve prepared in
advance to move the event inside; also, our
entire team is cross-trained so that when one
person becomes ill there is always someone
else who can step in to fulfill their contribution to an event.”
Rewards: “I love the Hamner Conference
Center team and the client family we work
with. We form solid relationships that go beyond perfunctory business interactions, which
is probably one of the reasons for our success.
Also, once a client entrusts their event to us we
have the experience-based confidence to assure
them that they’re not alone – they now have a
team that will work with, and guide, them to
success. Plus, the pace and variety of the work
is a rush!”

‘‘

CHALLENGES:
“No matter how carefully an event is planned something
unpredictable could happen to disrupt those original
plans. Also, positive word-of-mouth has increased our
bookings to the point that our most popular spaces are
booked months, sometimes over a year, in advance.
The challenge is how to keep our client family happy
when our space is limited.”
—Lana Archer, Hamner Conference Center of the North Carolina Biotechnology Center

www.conventionsouth.com
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ADVICE:

“I have really had to
sharpen my negotiation
skills to combat the rising
costs. I have gotten
creative by using the
overset for food and
beverage functions to
our advantage as well as
working hard to negotiate
A/V and F&B costs before
contracts are signed.”
—Angela Layton, CMP, CMM, National
Association of State Boards of Accountancy

MISSissippi
Readers’ Choice Award Winners
• The Alluvian Hotel
• Beau Rivage Resort & Casino
• Hard Rock Casino Biloxi
• Jackson CVB
• Lake Terrace Convention Center,
See Ad On Page 41
• Monmouth Historic Inn
• MSU Riley Center, See Ad On Page 40
• Pearl River Resort, Including Silver Star &
Golden Moon Hotel & Casino,
See Ad On Page 38
• Tupelo CVB
• Visit Hattiesburg, See Ad On Page 41
• Visit Meridian
• Visit Mississippi Gulf Coast,
See Ad On Page 39
• Yazoo County CVB

Honorable Mention Award Winners
• Golden Nugget Casino Hotel Biloxi,
See Ad On Page 59

New & Renovated Award Winners
• DoubleTree by Hilton Biloxi
• Margaritaville Resort Biloxi
• Scarlet Pearl, See Ad On Page 42
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from day to day. I never know what new challenge will greet me each day – that makes my
job fun and very unpredictable. I also enjoy
traveling and all of the great relationships that I
have made across our industry nationwide.”

ELIZABETH KLOSTERMANN, CEM
Conference Manager
Meeting Expectations
Atlanta, Ga.
10 Years In The Business
Ending an Event
on a High Note
In May, when
Elizabeth Klostermann was given
the opportunity
to pull together a
closing night party
for a conference
of 750 people, she did her homework to add
elements of fun. “These folks spent their long
conference days at a computer lab and sessions
so they were ready to cut loose – and I had it
on good authority that our president is a big fan
of karaoke,” she said. “I was able to secure live
band karaoke (bandaroke!) which was a big hit.
Also, because we were in Arizona, a Western
theme was implemented and we had special
guest stars: two beer burros! Yes, two donkeys
offering cold beers with all the accoutrements.”
CHALLENGES: Due to the recession, meeting and events professionals were tasked with
getting the dollar to stretch – to produce events
that had the magic but without the spend. Now
that we’re out of the recession and prices are
normalizing, it’s a matter of educating our clients and teams about where to spend that dollar

now and how it can still stretch, just not in the
same way it did for the past several years. Similarly, we’re being asked to bring new and
creative ideas to the table, setting the bar high
year over year, but I personally think that’s
what makes our jobs fun and rewarding.”
Advice: “It’s all about the attendee engagement. If at the end of the event, the attendee
goes home and talks about the event – what
they learned, what they experienced - and if it
aligns with the client and meeting goals, then
this is a successful event. There is no better
brand ambassador than the attendee that takes
ideas home and spreads the message. I focus
my clients on this objective: how do we align
our goals of the event (is it sales, a new product launch, a new education trend, networking?) and build attendee engagement around
that component. Currently one of my clients
highlights the capabilities of their product. The
users of this product are highly creative and
are not likely to be your traditional students so
we’re looking at building experience rooms in
addition to other soft-to-no wall areas where
everyone can gather to exchange ideas and
knowledge in an out-of-the-box environment.”

PAT SWARTZ, CMP
Swartz & Associates
Tallahassee, Fla.
23 Years In The Business
Putting The
Pieces Together
As meeting planner
for the NDIA Gulf
Coast Chapter’s Air
Armament Symposium held at the
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REWARDS:
“I enjoy the diversity of my work. Daily, I’m focused
on customer service and execution, but I also get to
be creative and problem-solve. Thinking through the
actual logistics of event planning and how to take an
event from inception to execution is thrilling.”
—Elizabeth Klostermann, CEM, Meeting Expectations
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through a regular desktop, but through smart
phones, tablets, and other mobile devices. Today’s society is seeing this increase because
the millennials grew up in the beginning of
the technological era. They are on the cusp of
being the largest consumer group ever, even
above the level of the baby boomers. There
are 80 million millennials in the U.S. alone
and their estimated spending power will be
$200 billion annually by 2017 and $10 trillion over their lifetimes as consumers. Additionally, they have a huge influence on how
their parents and grandparents spend their
money. And, their influential pull goes even
further into the technological culture of today.
This influence affects my attendees who range
in age from 35-70 years.”

ASHLIE DAVIS
Registration Senior Manager
Meeting Expectations
Atlanta, Ga.
7 Years In The Business
Making Materials
Attractive To
Youngsters
Earlier this year,
when Ashlie Davis
planned an association conference
for people with
family members
who have a rare genetic condition, she turned
her creative skills toward developing materials
that would be fun for young children. “These
are everyday people who come together
biannually to learn the latest and greatest
in parenting their special needs adults and

children,” she said. “During our involvement
with this client, we transformed their on-site
registration from table and badge boards, to
on-site printing, while still being cognizant
of the needs of the parents and their adult
children. Also, because this conference hosts
mostly families with small children, I put on
my imaginative hat and got creative with the
badges.”
Challenges: “A big challenge in the
events industry is finding new and exciting ways to showcase an event, while still
having the backbone and infrastructure running smoothly in the background. One of
the bigger challenges I faced this year was
setting up our registration system in an outdoor locale with no designated office area.
The logistics of setting up this conference
included shutting down a whole street in Los
Angeles, which required extensive coordination to obtain city permits and late-night
hours of set up. For my registration team,
the biggest hurdle we faced was technical.
Because registration was located outside and
the print-on-demand system requires an onsite server, we had to think outside the box
for a solution.”
Advice: “The great thing about working
in events is the dynamic way we as meeting
professionals can evolve quickly to find solutions, even if the terrain is unconventional. In
the case of our Los Angeles event, we scouted
to quickly find an underground room to safely
place our servers. Being able to think outside
of the box and being resourceful has helped
me to quickly find solutions to the challenges
that arise on site.” n
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REWARDS:
“It is fulfilling to see a successful fruition of hard work,
and often-times late hours, in the excitement of those
attending the events. Going above and beyond for a
client or event attendee and seeing your planning for a
successful registration experience come to life is what
gives me the most joy.”
—Ashlie Davis, Meeting Expectations
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