
LIVE EVENTS
THE 2023 GLOBAL INDUSTRY FORECAST AND  
WHAT IT MEANS FOR YOUR EVENT BUDGET

For meeting planners and event managers globally, the biggest challenge now is to keep up with 
booming business while accounting for unpredictability and external market pressures. Demand 
is high and expected to fully rebound to 2019 levels in 2023¹, but rising inflation means that 
budgets will be stretched tighter than ever. Do planners need to increase their event budgets, or 
are there ways to cut costs without compromising on quality?

Being informed and prepared is half the battle, and global forecasts suggest that prices won’t 
be coming down anytime soon. Fortunately, there are strategies that can help you get the most 
bang for your buck. 

Read on to learn about how much wiggle room there is in contract negotiations, where you 
can find cost savings on F&B, and how you can explain a new pricing structure to your finance 
department or third-party customers.

SETTING LEAD TIMES IS INCREASINGLY ABOUT BALANCING RISK

How far out ahead of the event should planners book their venues? Booking early provides the best chance of 
securing a top-choice destination at the best rate possible, but it also risks overbooking for an event that might not 
meet its attendance targets. 

Continuing compression caused by delayed events from 2020 onwards, plus rapidly growing demand for off-site 
events and team retreats, means that if you’re targeting a top-tier destination in peak season, you’ll likely need 
a longer lead time to secure a deal than in years past. “In order to secure space, location is obviously the number 
one factor to consider,” says Chris Parkin, senior director for Hilton Worldwide Sales UK & Ireland. 

“There’s high demand coming to hotels, especially in top-tier cities. Planners may be struggling to get 
space and sign contracts if they don’t book early.”

Jess Petitt, senior vice president, commercial strategy, insights & analytics for Hilton, advises to “plan and commit in 
advance as much as possible. While it may create a little bit of risk, that’s the compromise that we all have to make.”

With that said, there are concrete steps that planners can take to keep their event on track for success.
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GO BEYOND EARLY-BIRD DISCOUNTS

Recession fears and lingering concerns about COVID-19 mean that it’s difficult to predict attendance levels 
far in advance. 

To ensure the best possible chance of filling a space, event planners might consider offering incentives 
to attendees who reserve tickets well ahead of time. 

“If they register by a certain date, they might get a meet-and-greet with your keynote speaker. Sometimes 
hotels will even give a gift certificate [that you can pass on to attendees] as part of the negotiation,” says 
Cathy Diem, director of sales, financial and insurance for Hilton Worldwide Sales.

PICK A HOTEL PARTNER WITH A WIDE GEOGRAPHIC SPREAD

If you are willing to consider second-tier markets, you might actually be able to secure better deals closer to the 
event date. In fact, one event’s disappointing registration numbers might mean last-minute space availability for 
someone else. 

This is where it can be especially advantageous to partner with a hotel that has a global sales team, able to 
identify the locations ready to offer discounts for space that is likely to go unused without your business. 

“For short-term business, depending on seasonality, sometimes you can get the deal of a lifetime,” remarks Autumn 
Mullen, director of group sales, Hilton Orlando.

MAKE THE RISKS WORK IN YOUR FAVOR

When it comes to identifying the most budget-friendly season, factors to consider are the potential periods 
when travelers may be less likely to travel due to weather interruptions or COVID concerns. “In December, 
January, and early February, there’s a little bit less compression and maybe a little less rate pressure. The flip 
side is that everybody that might normally have met in these months is then trying to meet in the spring and 
early summer,” explains Petitt. 

Both pricing and availability are better in winter months. It may even be possible to negotiate reduced 
catering rates during these off-peak months.
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BEING BOTH TARGETED AND FLEXIBLE WITH RFPS IS MORE IMPORTANT THAN EVER

If you’re looking to secure the best deal, remember that flexibility runs both ways. The hotels know where they have 
rooms and meeting spaces that need to be filled, so they are better able to identify the best deals. 

If you’re open to a range of dates and offer to keep additional services in house, there’s almost always a 
way to get the job done.

Another consideration when building an RFP is to avoid what some term “RFP spam” — when a planner sends their 
RFP to multiple cities and multiple hotels leading to dozens of potential options. “When a busy hotel salesperson 
sees this they consider their odds of winning the business low. Given the influx of leads they are managing, your 
lead may not be a priority as they triage what’s in front of them and focus on the RFPs they have a better chance of 
winning,” said Gerilyn Horan, vice president, group sales & strategic accounts for Hilton.

COMMUNICATE YOUR MUST-HAVES AND DECISION TIMELINE CLEARLY

Above all, transparency and flexibility at the RFP stage is key. Hotel sales teams are handling an abundance of 
opportunities, so providing as much information about where you’re flexible — and where you’re not — is vital to 
a successful negotiation. “Are there contract clauses that your company requires? What’s the exact timeline 
you need to make your decision?” says Diem. It is vital to communicate how long your team will need to make a 
decision once an offer is made. One of the biggest shifts that hotels are experiencing is in the amount of time 
they have to maintain a hold.

The more clearly you communicate your needs during the selection process, the lower your chances are of 
missing out on a once-in-a-lifetime deal.

Clear communication with your salesperson can also open up opportunities that may otherwise be overlooked. 
“We’re facilitating RFPs all day long,” says Beth Campion, director of sales, strategic account management, Hilton 
Worldwide Sales. “And so we may know a certain week is not available and can offer some alternatives, such as 
where cancellations in similar properties have opened up availability.“ Many hotels used the pandemic as an 
opportunity to renovate or build new properties, so you may have more exciting options than you realize. 

TREAT YOUR EVENT NEEDS AS A PIECE OF THE LARGER PUZZLE

When it comes to logistics, flexibility remains fundamental. Chris Parkin recommends reevaluating the setup of 
your event. “Could you consider a shorter window? Or using different spaces? Could you have a simpler set?” If you 
can set up your stage in three hours instead of 24, the room can suddenly become available for another group in 
the morning before your show begins.
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For further price savings, communicate with suppliers to understand opportunities for reducing overhead costs. 
Can you coordinate your supply needs to match those of closely-timed events, and how might larger supply chain 
disruptions influence pricing and lead times? Once you understand these pain points, you can try to pivot with 
replacement options. For example, if another event just before yours is using digital signs, they might be more 
affordable than printed alternatives — particularly if local printers are hiking prices because they’re already overrun 
with orders. On the other hand, if the digital screens need to be transported across long distances, the fuel and 
shipping costs may make them more pricey.

Finally, lean into your RFP. If you’re asking for 100 percent of a hotel’s meeting space but only 50 percent of the 
guest rooms, your price is probably going to be higher than it would be if your meeting space, guest rooms, and F&B 
are all aligned. Don’t only ask what value the hotel can offer you, but also what value you can offer the hotel. 

DYNAMIC THINKING NOW APPLIES TO BEST FOOD & BEVERAGE DEALS

Average wholesale food prices have jumped a staggering 17.8 percent between April 2021 and April 2022. While 
this upward trend is expected to level off slightly in 2023, prices are still expected to rise roughly two-and-a-half 
to three-and-a-half percent in the U.S., and other regions are likely to face a sharper increase.²

“Food costs are continuing to rise and will be more of a driver for groups and hotels alike to work together  
to reduce costs and waste,” says Petitt. 

CONSIDER MENU MATCHING

Menu matching, where hotels use similar menus or ingredients to other events being held in the same 
timeframe, can offer some relief. 

“If the customer is flexible in this way, it allows us to find efficiencies from production and purchasing 
all the way to service,” says Marc Cassier, corporate senior director, catering & events for Hilton. This 
approach is also good for sustainability, requiring less labor, creating less waste, and allowing chefs to 
use seasonal ingredients.

If you want to take advantage of this opportunity, it’s important to get your timing right. “These talks  
would typically happen much closer to the actual event, ideally in the 30 to 45 day range, but is dependent 
to some degree on the existing customers,” says Cassier.

AVOID CUSTOM REQUESTS AND BUFFETS

When menu matching isn’t an option, try to go with the hotel’s readymade menus, preferably with individual plating.

“When we provide menus or packages, we’ve carefully priced them out and have processes in place so that we 
can deliver at a reasonable cost. Customization creates additional purchasing costs and labor,” explains Cassier. 
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Plated menus, where portions are carefully planned and standardized, offer more value and less waste 
compared to a buffet.

EXPERIENCES ARE VALUED MORE THAN EVER BEFORE

As group travel steadily gains ground, attendees are increasingly interested in making the most of the  
in-person experience they’ve been denied for so long.

Further, this demand is frequently aligned with a company’s sustainability goals. “A lot of our hotels now have 
on-property experiences that you can build into your event that are linked to ESG [environmental, social, and 
corporate governance]. In Amsterdam, you can do a team building event by cleaning up the canals,” says Parkin. 
In other words, creating value means more than just keeping prices down: It’s about building a memorable 
event that’s high on impact, too.

With the right strategy and a little creativity, it’s possible to provide your attendees with an outstanding 
experience while still keeping prices down.

“We are so blessed on property to see so many different event concepts executed,” says Mullen. “Lean in and 
talk to your hotel partners about unique activities that they’re seeing and innovative solutions that they’ve 
been able to find — tap into that wealth of knowledge.”
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