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Michelle Golden explores how to keep seminars attractive
with a market that is saturated and time-restricted,
explaining that firms must have a plan, have an expected

outcome, measure against it and, above all, allow adequate

time and resources to plan.

Keeping seminars enticing in a
saturated and time-restricted mar-
ketplace is a challenge almost all
accounting firms face, regardless of
their size, geography or target mar-
ket. Many firms also find it difficult
to determine if their seminars are a
worthwhile investment of practice
development time and dollars.

| have interviewed several firms
and combined the results with my
10 years of experience in the CPA
marketing industry to provide some
discussion on what works and what
doesn’t when it comes to seminars
in the new millennium.

Seminars Are In a
Nationwide Slump
The problem is widespread. Firms

of all sizes in all parts of the United
States are modifying their market-

ing plans by cutting seminars al-
together, trimming all but the most
successful programs, or letting
their seminars evolve into less tra-
ditional formats that they feel
better meet their objectives. How
these firms define success is im-
portant, and we'll cover that
below, but it is important to ac-
knowledge the symptoms we are
witnessing in the market today.
Lisa Koczera of Massachusetts-
based Rosenfield Raymon
Restivo, PC, captures the feeling
among accounting firm market-
ers when she observes, “A recent
estate planning seminar offered
by a large law firm here drew
only about 12 people in a hotel
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ballroom with a buffet that was
planned for at least 100. This par-
ticular firm has offices all over
the world, a huge marketing bud-
get, great collaterals and is very
well respected. When they can’t
get a respectable showing, | think
it says something about the
marketplace’s interest in this kind
of activity.”

It's not just the east coast that
notes these trends. Firm after firm
told me similar stories. Some mar-
keters candidly attributed poor
attendance to weak content, bad
seminar timing and, sometimes,
unfocused objectives with the
“ideal attendee” undefined.

Almost all respondents told me
that the least successful seminars,
and the ones they either cut or
plan to cut, are general—such as
tax law changes or other theory-
based presentations. “We don’t
do any general tax type events be-
cause the attendance is usually
next to nothing,” says one mar-
keter. Another confided, “Our less
successful seminars were broad,
almost philosophic in nature. No
matter where we had them—fun
place or not—turnout was never
high enough to justify the cost.”

A Saturated Marketplace

High-level professionals—the de-
cision-makers and credible referral
sources you want to reach—have
been over-saturated with seminars

[

- If your firm has put on a so-
| so seminar that may have
scared prospective attendees
from coming back, don’t de-
spair. Even if yours wasn’t the
greatest, there is always room
. to market a “new and im-
‘ proved” seminar to the right
audience at the right time
with the right agenda.

from professional service firms of
all types over the last decade or so.
Let’s face it, if you and | consider
our time too valuable to spend at
nonessential seminars, why would
other, possibly busier, business
people make time for them.

The audience we want already
receives huge quantities of invita-
tions from every medium of
communication: postal, e-mail, fax
and phone. Everyone we do busi-
ness with, and their competitors,
every organization or association
we belong to, plus many of the
Web sites we land on, offer semi-
nars. They can't all be good. And
they are not. But how do we
choose? We cant even go to all the
programs that look interesting be-
cause there are simply too many
seminars and too little time. If that
is how we feel, think about those
whom we are inviting!

Many firms are guilty of putting
on seminars that they will admit
were sub par. Unfortunately, in
the 1990s, there was a large num-
ber of seminars “to help
businesses” put on by profes-
sional services firms. Often these
were hastily prepared or pre-
sented by inexperienced
speakers. Many programs were
thinly veiled sales pitches where
value for the time spent was no-
ticeably undelivered. The
high-level professionals who at-
tended such seminars naturally
concluded that attending seminars
put on by such firms was not the
highest and best use of their time.

While this explained some his-
toric drop in attendance, many
firms quickly learned from their
mistakes and corrected these flaws.
Yet attendance is still in a slump.

Key causes for poor turnout
seem Lo be:

m  dull content;
m topics that aren’t critical to
today’s pains;

m unclear agendas;

m similar presentation by com-
petitors; and

m logistical reasons like poor lo-
cation or time of day.

Ideal time of day and location
vary by audience and geographic
area and are best determined by
asking the prospective audience
about their availability and pref-
erences. Content is a much greater
animal to get our arms around.
Content Is Key
“Folks will come out of their offices
if there is some impending change
to which they must respond and
that they must learn about to pro-
tect themselves or their business.
The more general stuff isnt as com-
pelling,” says Melinda Guillemette,
consultant and former marketing
director for REDW in Albuquerque,
New Mexico.

We've discussed the fact that
seminars based around general
topics like tax changes aren’t
drawing crowds, but why? Lisa
Koczera suggests a good very rea-
son: “I've come to the conclusion
that our clients don’t want to take
the time to attend seminars—they
don’t want to get to know tax law
changes—they pay us to know.”
She makes a valid point: they cer-
tainly do pay us to know.

Even worse to consider, do cli-
ents perhaps perceive that our
firms are trying to share tax law
changes en masse, hoping clients
will let us, their accountants,
know later which ones might per-
tain to them? | suspect it could
confuse clients and even shake
their confidence in our intent to
evaluate and address their needs
individually. One hopes clients
never experience us dropping
the ball for them regarding a tax
law change they learned about
at our seminar.

Atthe root of the problem of gen-
eral topics failing to appeal to large



audiences, we can draw the clear
conclusion that topic urgency and
applicability to the audience are
essential. People want to know
mostly about things that will affect
them in the short term and they want
to know what to do about it. They
want to know this as specifically as
possible. Therefore, it makes com-
plete sense to focus on very targeted
attendee groups providing how-tos
and training versus theory.

Despite the negative reception
to general topics, many firms are
enthusiastically building semi-
nars into their 2003 strategic
plans and marketing budgets. A
few are even juicing up their
seminar plans. The key for these
firms is that they are adapting to
the changing marketplace and
learning from their past mistakes.
Marketing directors strive to get
the most practice development
bang for their dollar and they
agree on two things: Planning is
essential—follow up is key.

Fffective Seminars
in the 2000s

Marketers agree—firms must stop
holding seminars just to hold
them. Have a plan, have an ex-
pected outcome, measure against
it and, above all, allow adequate
time and resources to plan. Cheryl
Smyers of Stambaugh Ness, PC, in
York, Pennsylvania, advises:

If done right, seminars still can
be a solid part of a good mar-
keting plan. To be successful,
they should be very targeted
and a thorough process for de-
veloping, publicizing and
tracking results should be used.

Setting Objectives
First, your firm needs to establish
its objectives. To do this, think
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about what it is that your firm ulti-

mately seeks to achieve:

m  Acquire new business

m  Build credibility (résumé en-
hancement or becoming
“famous”)

m Increase referrals

m Help existing clients

At this point, you may or may
not know who your target audi-
ence will be.

Whether you desire to increase
new business directly or simply per-
form a credibility building exercise,
you will take a similar approach, but
will have distinctly different expec-
tations for the

groups. To keep a topic relevant
to your audience, you will want
to avoid lumping different sorts of
clients together.

Many believe the ideal seminar
size is 30 or fewer attendees. A
larger presentation does not indicate
greater “success” and it is not con-
ducive to the individualized
attention that firm personnel and
presenters can give a smaller group.

Shaping Your Topic and Deciding
How to Reach Your Target Group

If you don’t have a particular
topic in mind yet or still need help

outcome. Either
way, your ap-
proach most likely
will involve select-
ing an area of
practice (a niche)
that could be an
industry (e.g., con-
struction) or a

Almost all respondents told me that the
least successful seminars, and the ones
they either cut or plan to cut, are general—
such as tax law changes or other theory-
based presentations.

service area (e.g.,
employee benefits) in which you al-
ready have some clients or past
experience, so you have a base of
knowledge or expertise from which
to speak. Once you determine what
your target niche is, you can focus
on the best way to reach the group.
Similarly, to achieve the objec-
tive of increasing referrals, you will
need to identify what types of re-
ferrals you wish to increase.
Probably these will be referrals to
a particular niche or service group.
Try to think outside of the box. If
you have ever kept records of the
referral source for any existing cli-
ents, this is a good time to review
them. Clients come from strange
places and we are often surprised
by the source of referrals.
Helping existing clients is an
easier goal to tackle because you
know who your audience won't
be. Again, try thinking of your cli-
ent base in terms of industry

narrowing down the niche group,
try reading some industry publi-
cations pertaining to your core
clientindustries. See if any of the
topics inspire you or if there is
something break-through or par-
ticularly newsworthy for your
clients. For any topics you con-
sider, ask yourself, “Would this
make me want to attend a semi-
nar if | were them?”

Michelle Class of Barnes,
Dennig & Co., Ltd. in Cincinnati,
Ohio, describes her topic selec-
tion process:

We plant a marketing repre-
sentative in the monthly
meetings of each of our niche
groups. We keep our ears open
for the tiniest hint of a poten-
tial topic idea—especially an
exciting new development
mentioned by any client ser-
vice team member.
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Accounting marketers have
found that certain audience types
respond better to certain types of
presentations than others. Groups
belonging to target industry niches
seem to be attending topics that
provide crisis response and man-
agement solutions—sessions
answering questions such as,
“How will it affect me?” “What
can | do to prevent it?” and “How
should | prepare?” They also like
presentations that are entertaining

ings and they also respond well
to tips on reading and understand-
ing financial statements. In
contrast to the overall decline in
the number of seminars, Jen
Barnum of Smith & Gesteland LLP
in Wisconsin offers her firm’s re-
cent success:

We have increased the num-
ber of tax seminars we do for
attorneys and have had a
great response. We drew 102

attorneys to

Marketers agree—firms must stop holding
seminars just to hold them. Have a plan,
have an expected outcome, measure
against it and, above all, allow adequate
time and resources to plan.

our last semi-
nar. We now
do them three
times per year.

Keep an open
mind and “think
big” on possible
referral sources.

and gatherings that allow oppor-
tunities for networking with others
in their industry.

Clients seem most interested in
attending seminars that provide de-
tailed training and instruction. These
seminars must go beyond “teasing”
with tidbits and suggesting they call
the firm for help—these sessions
must provide substance!

Referral source groups respond
well to instructional or educa-
tional sessions, especially when
delivered over lunch that you have
catered in at their offices. Referral
sources are also the only group
you can address with, “This is who
we are, this is what we do, and
this is the type of referral we are
looking for.” Be sure to give them
a turn to stand up and tell you who
they are, what they do and what
type of referrals they are looking
for as well.

Lawyers are a popular referral
source group to target. They are
one of the few groups that truly
appreciate tax law change brief-

Beyond bankers,
insurers and lawyers, firms can
market to bonding agents, trade
and government associations,
business incubators, software
companies, payroll service com-
panies, public officials, members
of boards of directors and that of-
ten forgotten audience: other
CPAs. Again, it's a good idea to
comb through records you may
have kept about where or from
whom your past referrals have come
for clients of the type you seek.

Be aware that you do not need
to be the one to speak in order to
gain recognition for your firm. For
instance, a St. Louis firm | know
holds an extremely popular an-
nual seminar for its primary niche
group—dentists. The firm consid-
ers it a point of pride that they
don’t bore their clients and pros-
pects with accounting topics,
instead they bring in other experts
known within their clients” indus-
try or motivational speakers that
inspire their audience. The firm
still controls the event, but with

the presentation component out of
the way, it is much less work for
the firm and they get all the great
credit for the good time that at-
tendees have.

When determining how to reach
an audience for the purpose of
building credibility, it is best to try
to get in front of the type of people
whom your future desired pros-
pects deeply respect. If you can
present to, or in conjunction with,
a trade association, relevant edu-
cational institution or other group
that your future desired prospects
turn to for advice, guidance and
instruction, that is your best bet.

When choosing a means of
reaching your target audience for
the purpose of increasing new busi-
ness, your objective should be to
present yourself as a qualified re-
source and dedicated supporter to
the target audience’s industry. If you
can include some well-served cli-
ents within your audience of
prospects, it will serve you well.
Many firms have found there is no
better way to sell their services than
to quietly sit back and let a client
do the selling for them.

When selecting prospects to
invite to your niche-based pre-
sentation, consider getting
prospect names and contact
information from industry asso-
ciations. Many will even help
you promote the event. Other-
wise, very targeted lists can be
purchased from any of several
marketing list companies, in-
cluding Dun & Bradstreet and
American Business Lists.

It is proven time and again that
small groups are more effective
than large groups when it comes
to increasing the opportunities for
new business. Keeping your group
no larger than 30 is recommended
by many of the marketers who of-
fered the benefit of their
experience. This gives representa-



tives from the firm a chance to in-
troduce themselves to an attendee
and personally gather a name to
be used in future follow-up.

Event Logistics

Your firm will need to make sev-
eral decisions about the
presentation that may seem like
minor details, but any of which
can make or break the success of
your event. More than a few firms
have been disappointed with the
poor turnout for a sunny Friday af-
ternoon event, wondering what on
earth happened to all the people
who said they would be there.

Type of Meeting,

Strategic decisions about who will

host the event, who will present

and who will promote it are key
to filling the seats. Some choices
are as follows:

m Hosted, presented and pro-
moted by the firm alone

m Hosted, presented and pro-
moted by the firm in
conjunction with other profes-
sionals (bankers, lawyers,
insurance, industry experts, etc.)

m Hosted jointly by the firm and
another organization who
handles most or all of the pro-
motion (business journal,
chamber, association, etc.)

m Hosted by the firm, but pre-
senter is an expert outside the
industry

m Hosted and promoted by pro-
fessional seminar organization
(Lorman Education Services,
etc.) with one or more people
from the firm as presenters

Coordinating and presenting on
your own is fine, but when you work
with others to produce an event,
many advantages can be realized.

A few years ago, | coordinated a
presentation intertwining content
from a tax partner, a lawyer, an in-
surance broker, a psychologist and
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a prominent local bank. The bank
formally hosted the presentation.
The goal: a two-hour presentation
on family business succession with
each presenter speaking from his or
her unique perspective. The present-
ers each invited between five to 10
ideal candidates for succession
planning services from their respec-
tive contact lists. The presenters’
synergies were evident and attend-
ees recognized the advantage of
hiring this team (who already con-
curred on approach and respected
each other) over trying to build their
own teams. The most surprising and
appreciated element was the psy-
chologist—people loved the
acknowledgement of the emotional
side of business succession. Within
a week of the presentation, a larger
regional bank approached the firm
to hold a similar session in conjunc-
tion with their bank. Word traveled
fast in the community and the re-
sults were excellent.

In some markets, the business
journals are “going in on” semi-
nars together with firms. It can
be a great bargain because the
firm sponsors the event for a
fixed fee and the business jour-
nal publicizes it and handles all
the logistics. The firm just needs
to make sure that the purpose
and the prospective attendees
align with those of the business
journal. The business journal or
local chamber of commerce is
likely to draw too broad of an
audience for many firms’ presen-
tations. Producing a seminar
with or through the right asso-
ciation instantly targets your
desired audience.

Working with another group to
put together your presentation can
help with cost as well as credibil-
ity. Jen Barnum says:

Smith & Cesteland has in-
creased the number of

seminars that we participate in
through other associations.
The advantages are that we
don’t incur costs and there is
little to no risk to us if very few
people show up.

Date, Time and Location

After deciding on your event hosts
and presenters, other key decisions
impacting attendees are the loca-
tion, date and the time of day for
your event. Obviously, you'll want
to select a venue that is centrally
located among the attendees.
Whenever there is a choice, tend
toward a venue away from peak
traffic, with ample parking and ad-
equate, attractive and comfortable
conference space. If parking is not
free, arrange for a voucher so at-
tendees are not inconvenienced or
surprised with parking fees.

The importance of your guests’
physical comfort should not be
underestimated. Cheryl Smyers
offers good advice:

Doing a seminar ‘right’ in-
cludes the soft, fuzzy stuff
like handing out plenty of
prizes, offering refreshments,
mints on the tables and even
a pillow for someone to use
if they’re having back
trouble. Think of how you'd
like to be treated.

The firms | interviewed, as well
as marketers discussing ideal semi-
nar timeslots in a recent discussion
thread on the Association for Ac-
counting Marketing Discussion
List, all concurred that seminars
lasting longer than two to three
hours are a bad idea. Julie Barnes
at Smith & Howard PC in Atlanta
says, “Our longest seminar is two
and a half hours. If they last longer,
either our registration suffers or
people come, but leave early.”
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The firms are virtually unani-
mous that Tuesday, Wednesday or
Thursday mornings are the best
time for professionals because
they haven’t been distracted with
their workday yet. The only two
exceptions noted were for elderly
attendees or doctors and other
healthcare professionals who all
seem o prefer the 3 p.m. 1o 5 p.m.
timeslot. For the medical profes-
sion, the preferred day is
Wednesday because many offices
are closed to patients that day.
Some firms hold cocktail hour
events, but these are less often for
instructional topics than for net-
working, motivational or
entertainment purposes. Thursday
evenings are historically the best
choice for a good turnout.

This suggestion won’t excite
many CPAs who read it, but hold-
ing a seminar during tax season can
be an excellent strategic move. That
is the time of year when financial
issues are front-of-mind for most
people, and when accountants are
perceived as inaccessible. To have
a firm'’s attention when outreach ef-
forts are the last thing on their
competitors’ minds puts a firm at
a real advantage. Never underes-
timate the power of challenging
a stereotype!

Alternate
Presentation Styles

A great number of firms host events
that deviate from the sit-down, class-
room-style seminars we often think
of. A very popular approach is to
hold moderated “roundtable” meet-
ings. These consist of one, two or
several tables of eight to 10 people
who meet fairly regularly and dis-
cuss a designated topic—often
someone from the firm moderates,
but some firms swear by bringing
in an outside speaker or moderator.

Early morning roundtables can
be very effective for drawing elu-
sive audiences such as contractors
or manufacturers who are other-
wise very difficult to pull away
from their businesses. These sorts
of events also offer a nicely
informal opportunity to network
among friendly competitors or
like-kind organizations. This also
appeals greatly to such groups as
local governments or nonprofit or-
ganizations.

Some firms routinely hold
roundtables for their key industries
and few firms charge for them. In
many cases, the attendees gener-
ate their own topic ideas, thus
keeping their own interests re-
newed. It makes it easy for the firm
to maintain the program’s momen-
tum when attendees are so
enthusiastic that they are planning
their own future events. “Before
you host your first few, ask the au-
dience what they want to hear
about,” offers Michelle Class. “Each
year we do a survey soliciting feed-
back on our programs and for
topics for our next year’s seminars.
It works great!” Barnes Dennig
regularly holds small roundtable
discussions for not-for-profit, con-
struction, manufacturing and
wholesale/distribution niches. The
firm also brings in nationally rec-
ognized speakers annually for each
of their target markets. These ses-
sions are half-day and attendance
ranges from 100-150, depending
on the niche.

Julie Barnes offers excellent ad-
vice gleaned from her experience:

Our quarterly roundtables
are co-sponsored, and many
outside people lead the en-
tire session. We've had HR
executives, attorneys (for
fraud detection and preven-
tion), technology companies
and bankers.

She believes her firm’s clients
enjoy getting a perspective from
someone besides their accoun-
tants, and that the clients trust their
firm to get the right kind of
speaker. Barnes continues:

Most of the speakers don’t
charge us, since they are in a
room full of potential clients,
but we make it clear that the
sessions are strictly for the
education of our clients and
are not at all a sales opportu-
nity. This is essential to the
success of the sessions; at the
first sign of a sales pitch, our
clients would decide never to
sign up for another session.

Barnes’ firm sometimes includes
invitations to referral sources to join
in. Since this can be risky she sug-
gests, “We ask them to bring one
of their clients that would benefit
from the session. This keeps them
from attending the session simply
to network with our clients, and
also offers us a new prospect.”

Another effective format is to
bring lunch in and hold the presen-
tation at the offices of a client,
prospect or referral source. Al-
though less seminar and more client
goodwill, firms often follow a brief
introduction and hour of targeted
information with a guided tour
around the client’s facility. Firms
who do this cannot stress enough
how valuable it has been for
strengthening client relationships.

A great spin on the seminar is to
invite several of your clients in,
one at a time, to teach your firm’s
personnel about their industries.

Fee or No Fee

Whether or not to charge for your
event—this logistical consider-
ation has spawned many debates.
Some firms swear by it, saying that



by paying to come, attendees per-
ceive the experience as having
greater value, therefore they ex-
perience higher attendance rates.
Some suggest it keeps the number
of no-shows down significantly.

Firms that charge a fee usually
do so for the more traditional
classroom-type presentation,
entertaining or motivational
events, or dinner events, rather
than for less formal sessions such
as roundtables or lunch sessions.
Charging attendees also seems to
be market driven, with more firms
in the Northeast, Southern
California and Chicago markets
charging admission. It makes
sense that if competitors are giving
free seminars (with success) it
would not be a great idea to
charge for yours.

A California firm told me, “With
some of our publicly offered semi-
nars, we publicize a fee but extend
personal invitations with compli-
mentary admission to those whom
we specifically target. We also ex-
tend the complimentary invitation
to any clients who wish to attend.”

Plans, Follow-Up
and Measuring
the Outcome

A seminar without follow-up is
like having a birthday party and
never opening your gifts. All the
work is done and the follow-up,
the easiest part, is what most firms
skip. Cheryl Smyers feels strongly
that “a seminar without a follow-
up plan is a waste of time and
money.” Unless your purpose is
only to build your résumé, | agree
wholeheartedly with Ms. Smyers.

Several firms have told me their
seminars are ineffective. Or worse,
some confess that they have no
idea if their seminars were effec-
tive. The only way one wouldn’t
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know is if one didn’t set objectives,
didn’t follow up with attendees or
didn’t track either.

Ineffective seminars have many
symptoms. If attendance was
good, but people left early or
dozed off, it may have been the
result of poor presentation qual-
ity or perhaps a poor match of
content to the audience. If re-
sponse to the

to add the presentation to the
presenter’s curriculum vitae.
Leads. For generating leads for
new business, working the room
will be as important as a strong
follow-up plan (seeTip 8, below).
The measurable objective for one
presenter might be to “identify and
maintain contact (long-term) with
20 business owners, but identify

invitation was
disappointing, it
could have been
a result of the
time, day, loca-
tion, promotion

Firms that seem to have the most success
are holding shorter, more focused sessions
for specific niche groups.

strategy or mate-
rials, or maybe the topic offered
just wasn’t as exciting to invitees
as it was to the firm. If everything
seemed great during the seminar,
but no attendees hired the firm
within the next few months, it’s
possible the firm didn’t adequately
express a call to action during the
presentation or perhaps the firm
failed to step through the thresh-
old of those doors of opportunity
it succeeded in opening.

Understanding the market and
planning properly, well in ad-
vance, are essential to pulling off
an effective presentation. Part of
event planning, which should start
months in advance, is building in
a series of follow-up activities ap-
propriate to the audience and/or
related to the topic.

Setting Goals and Measuring
Against Them

New Clients. Goals for your event
outcome should be realistic and
will no doubt involve follow-up
activities if they include closing
the deal with new clients as a re-
sult of your seminar.

Credibility. For credibility build-
ing, the objectives may be to
“successfully present with an av-
erage evaluation score of 4.5” and

the five ‘hottest’ leads within two
to three months and work those
leads well to obtain at least two
as clients within six to nine
months.” Your firm needs only a
simple system—easy as a spread-
sheet—to track seminar attendees
against new clients obtained by
the firm. In the absence of a so-
phisticated contact management
system, people responsible for
working the leads will have to be
trusted to do their follow-up (mar-
keting or administration can help
remind them) and will have to re-
port on their efforts periodically in
order to track progress.

Referrals. A goal of increasing
referrals is the simplest to track if
the firm knows how many referrals
came from targeted referral groups
in the past. If not, your goal will
simply be a set number of referrals
over a certain period of time. Be
sure to track outgoing referrals too.
Those whom you refer out should
be returning the favor with inbound
referrals. If they aren’t, talk to them
about it and, if need be, start shar-
ing the names of others who do
refer work to you.

Existing Clients. Increasing help
to existing clients is trickier to mea-
sure. Are you helping them be
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more self-sufficient? Or are you
helping them to understand they
need to hire you for more services?
If the former, you could track the
number of clients who have suc-
cessfully achieved self-sufficiency
based on your education and train-
ing. If the latter, you would measure
new fees in certain relevant catego-
ries against prior year fees in those
categories. Be sure to note whether
or not fees in those categories are
higher for those who attended your
seminar than for those who did not
if you wish to determine whether
your seminar was effective for in-
creasing fees.

Tips to Enhance Effectiveness

1. Listen to your intended audience.
Research and be sure content and
attendees are a match. It's hard to
remember sometimes because we
dwell within this industry of ac-
counting, but the things that matter
to us may not matter to our desired
audience. Your seminar can impart
information on topics as far from fi-
nance and compliance as one can
get while you are credited with de-
livering good stuff to your audience.
Find and deliver the most relevant
and interesting information you can.

2. Be clear and detailed in con-
ference promotional materials. Be
clear about your program content.
[ just received a lovely, profession-
ally printed invitation to a local
firm’s “Annual Seminar.” The invi-
tation lists date, time and location,
but omitted one small thing: The
topic! My perception? “It mustn’t
be very important.” Don't assume
people know what you intend.
Promote your event clearly in such
a way that your preferred audience
won’t want to miss it.

3. Follow up with invitees be-
fore the event. After you send
invitations, someone from your
firm should call to confirm receipt
and remind recipients to save the

date. You could also send e-mail
or fax reminders. An after-hours
voice mail is a great way to do this.
Call or e-mail again one or two
days prior to the event to remind
registrants that you look forward
to seeing them at the seminar.

4. Deliver a memorable presen-
tation with excellent handouts. If
your potential presenters are
newbies or much in need of a Toast-
masters membership, putting them
on the agenda for your formal pre-
sentation is a bad idea. Let them
build their skills and confidence in
smaller, less critical settings and
bring in the experts for your semi-
nars. If PowerPoint is used, slides
should contain only key words and
presenters must not read their pre-
sentations from the slides. If charts
and detailed illustrations are used,
make sure they are decipherable
from the back of the room. If not,
put them in the handouts that, by
the way, are a must at the begin-
ning of the session. Don’t skimp,
because good handouts are vitally
important to most attendees.

5. Provide a call to action (espe-
cially if seeking new business or
asking for referrals). If your semi-
nar is on an urgent topic or discusses
a technique or approach, suggest to
attendees that they should review
their situation (provide them some
sort of tool or checklist to do so) and
then contact you to obtain some sort
of free analysis or advice based on
the results. The analysis must pro-
vide some value and not be just a
service plan with a cost estimate at-
tached. When you do your
follow-ups, you can even offer to
help them with their review if they
seem to be stumbling. Giving a little
will lead to getting a lot.

6. Ask attendees for feedback in
the form of evaluations. Program
attendees appreciate the opportu-
nity to provide quick evaluations
of what they’ve seen and heard.

The key is to be brief. Keep your
evaluations to three or four yes/
no or scale-rating questions and
one or two open-ended questions
with one or two lines for writing.
People want a chance to say what
they think without much effort.

7. Follow up with the people
who do not attend. To everyone
who did not respond, send a nice
letter bullet-pointing the highlights
of your event and invite them to
fax back a request for handouts.
Ask what sorts of topics might in-
terest them and also ask permission
to send them future invitations. For
registrants who were no-shows,
send them a copy of the handouts
with a note that you regret they
were unable to attend. Invite them
to call you at their convenience if
they are interested in discussing the
content over a lunch or if they have
any questions. Follow up with them
in a week or two to make good on
that lunch offer.

8. Follow up with attendees post-
conference. In advance, create and
send to all attendees a “follow-up
piece” by mail. This could be any
kind of a document: article, check-
list or other aide relating to
something mentioned in the pre-
sentation. If, during your event, firm
members worked the room and
introduced themselves to attend-
ees, determine who will follow up
with which attendees to sign this
letter and to keep contact alive over
time by working the leads. Avoid
assigning anyone more than 15 to
20 contacts. Send occasional ar-
ticles or informational tidbits
pertaining to the session. Have
them identify the five best leads
within a short time—those leads
should be people the assignee
could continue conversations with
over lunch. Try to touch base with
them every couple of months after
that. Offer to help them achieve
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