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Theme

Given the economic news of 
the day, conferencing and 

event professionals have more 
reason than ever to evaluate 

their customers buying 
experience.
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Secret Shopping - Genesis

MAJOR WEST COAST RESEARCH UNIVERSITY
Caller:  Hello, I am calling about your workshop on xxxx

Voice:  Well, I don t know how you got to me.  The girl that 
takes those registrations is not here right now.  She might 
be at lunch.
Caller:  I called the number listed off the program website.  
Can I just ask you a few questions about the program?
Voice:  You re going to have to wait until she gets back 
Caller:  Can I leave you my name and phone number?
Voice:  Like I said, it would be best if you call back the girl 
when she gets back.

Courtesy of Diagnostics Plus
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Agenda

What are current buyer 
expectations and how do they 
behave?
What are the secret shopping 
results of ACCED-I members?
What specific ideas can you adopt 
today to improve the buying 
experience?



Secret Shopping the Competition Presenter: Tim Copeland
Copyright 2008. All Rights Reserved.

Slide 6

A. Meetings and Events: A More Strategic 
Function Yields Higher Expectations

While budget and 
workloads continue to 
dominate as hot-button 
concerns in most 
member categories, the 
data points to an 
emerging focus on the 
strategic purpose of 
meetings 
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B. Buyers Are More Informed

Buyers are developing a level of awareness on 
their own



Secret Shopping the Competition Presenter: Tim Copeland
Copyright 2008. All Rights Reserved.

Slide 8

C. The Conferencing Business is 
Competitive

Everyone who has an extra 
room or two thinks they 

have a conference 
business I m surprised 

we haven t seen the 
Funeral Home and 

Conference Center.
Louise Silberman, Summit Executive Centre

FACTOID

The 
conference 
industry is a 
global 
economic 
engine that 
contributes 
more than 
$122.3 billion 
to the U.S. 
economy 
alone.
FutureWatch 2006
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Summary

Buyers are increasingly self-identifying 
AFTER they have researched options on 
their own.
Due to the investment in time and 
resources, the buying decision is being 
made higher up the organizational 
chain.
Competition is rampant.
Collegiate conferencing and event 
professionals must adapt accordingly.
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Agenda

What are current buyer 
expectations and how do they 
behave?
What are the secret shopping 
results of ACCED-I members?
What specific ideas can you adopt 
today to improve the buying 
experience?
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Study Methodology

Randomly selected 54 ACCED-I members 
Quality of the buying experience

How long did it take to respond?
What method?
Did the institution qualify buyer needs?
Was the response professional?
Recorded phone calls in states that allow it

Institution names blocked out, voices altered
Two shopping instances

Early December 2007
Mid January 2008

Tested three methods of initial contact:
Direct phone call (54%), web forms (13%), and email 
(33%)

Research Sponsor
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Findings: Only 47% Responded Within a Day

OBSERVATION

Response time 
was slightly 
higher for 
inquiries 
submitted by an 
online form.

Number of Days N %
1 21 47%
2 5 11%
3 6 13%
4 3 7%
5 1 2%
6 1 2%
8 1 2%
10 1 2%
0* 6 13%

Total 45** 1
Source: DemandEngine

** Nine institutions failed to respond  at all.

"How long did it take for a response?"

* Institution attempted contact by leaving a message. Phone tag ensued until the researcher 
gave up.
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Finding: Only 39% Responded Back by 
Phone

Response Type N %
Phone 21 39%
Email 18 33%

No Response 9 17%
Phone Tag* 6 11%

Total 54 100%
Source: DemandEngine

"How did the institution respond?"

* Institution attempted contact by leaving a message. Phone tag ensued until the researcher 
gave up.

FACTOID

A viable buying 
opportunity 
exists when 
there is need, 
budget, and 
timeframe.
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Secret Shopping Example- Instance #1
To dial an extension please press one now.
For the __ office, two, University book store, three. Catering or college lodge information, four. 
Dining services, five. Commissary, six. Starbucks Coffee, seven. Convenience Store, eight.
Caller pressed four.

Catering: Hi, __ in catering can I help you?
Caller: I hope so, my name is __ I would like to speak with somebody about renting out a 
conference room.
Catering: Okay, Umm is there a certain date you have in mind, or how many people do you 
have?
Caller: Absolutely:  March 25th and 26th, between 50 and 75 people, and I would also like to cater 
3 meals and 2 snacks per day.
Catering: Okay, let me just see I think that s during our break Let me just double 
check Yeah, it is during our break.  Now we have a large conference going on already, utilizing 
the __ Center.  We are setting up on the 25th for them, and their event is the 26th and 27th.  And 
that s about 300 people and they are going to be priority.  Is there a location you have in mind, or 
are you familiar with the area

[a few minutes of conversation later, during which the dates are changed to March 24 and 25]

Catering: We only handle the food service, I m going to direct (transfer) you to campus life Bye
Caller: Bye. [a few moments pass]

[automated voice]
If you d like to make a call, please hang up and try again.  If you need help, hang up, and then dial 
the operator
[dial tone]

The caller called back

FACTOID

The caller 
selected the 
menu item that 
made the most 
sense.
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Call continued (same institution)
Campus Life: Good morning, Campus life, __ speaking. 
Caller: Hi __ my name is __ with __.  I was curious if you might have a conference room available 
for me March 24th and March 25th.
Campus Life: And, who are you with?

Caller gives name of the company.
Campus Life: So you re an off campus group.
Caller: That s correct.
Campus Life: Umm what are you going to use it for?
Caller: It would be a conference for our employees.
Campus Life: How big of a room do you need?
Caller: Something that will hold between 50 and 75 people.
Campus Life: What days?
Caller: March 24 and 25 I spoke with catering
Campus Life: Okay, hold on [a few moments pass]
Campus Life: Okay, that s during spring break, what time would you need it?
Caller: All day, probably 8:00 to 6:00.
Campus Life: Wow.  Did he suggest a room?
Campus Life:  Did he say what building?
Caller: I I don t believe so
Campus Life: Who did you talk to, was it __?
Caller: I believe so.
Campus Life:  And what company are you with again?

Caller gives name of the company again.
Campus Life: And I m sorry, your name again?

Caller gives name again.
Campus Life: Okay, can I put you on hold for a minute?
Caller: Absolutely.
[automated voice]
If you d like to make a call, please hang up and try again.  If you need help, hang up, and then dial 
the operator [dial tone]
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Findings: Only 30% Attempted to Qualify 
Buying Opportunity

FACTOID

A viable buying 
opportunity 
exists when 
there is need, 
budget, and 
timeframe.

Rating N %
Somewhat Agree 6 15%
Strongly Agree 6 15%

Neither Agree Disagree 8 21%
Somewhat Disagree 12 31%
Strongly Disagree 7 18%

Total 39 100%
Source: DemandEngine

"The representative asked questions to qualify my 
needs."
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Findings: Only 48% of Shopping Instances 
Judged as Professional

Rating Total %
Strongly Agree 6 15%

Somewhat Agree 13 33%
Neither Agree Disagree 7 18%

Somewhat Disagree 7 18%
Strongly Disagree 6 15%

Total 39 85%
Source: DemandEngine

"Was the response professional?"
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Secret Shopping Example Instance #2
Receptionist #1:  One moment, and let me transfer you.

[transferred, phone rings]
Receptionist #2: [name of university given]
Caller:  Hi, my name is __ I am curious about renting out one of you conference rooms. 
Campus Operator #2: Okay, and umm which particular department were you looking for?
Caller:  I m I don t I m not exactly sure. I know that I will need a large room, something that will 
hold between 50 and 75 people. 
Receptionist #2: Okay, let me see if I can put you in contact with the right people.
Caller:  Thank you.

[transferred, phone rings]
Food Center: Thank you for calling __, how may I help you?
Caller:  Hi, my name is __.  I am actually trying to speak with somebody about renting out a conference 
room.
Food Center: Okay, I m going to transfer you to the event planning office.  That number is __.
Caller:  Thank you.
Food Center: You re welcome.

[transferred, phone rings]
Event Planning #1: Event planning, this is __.
Caller:  Hi, __, my name is __.  I am curious about renting out one of your conference rooms. 
Event Planning #1: Okay, are you with an outside organization, or a University department?
Caller:  I am actually with __.
Event Planning #1: Okay if you ll hold on for one second and I ll let you speak with __.
Caller:  Thank you.

[transferred, phone rings]
Event Planning #2:  Good afternoon, event planning, this is __.
Caller:  Hi __, my name is __ with __.  I am interested in renting out one of your conference rooms.
[a few minutes of conversation]
Event Planning #2: If you will send me an email with this request and we ll go ahead and start the 
process for you.

FACTOID

The call was 
made to the 
phone number 
listed on the 
conferencing 
web site.
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Researcher Notes The Good

Facilities booked and not available for dates requested, 
representative is checking other dates. Called me back 
Tuesday to make another recommendation on the rooms 
and is sending me a quote on those rooms. Received 
estimate within hours of receiving alternative 
recommendations. (Person) was very helpful.

Representative asked how I found out about their services 
promised to send quote by mid-week and followed-up.
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Researcher Notes: The Ugly

I was transferred a number of times and they never asked for 
any contact information.  I was required to send an email in 
order to get more information.  The response email was sent in 
one day however, it contained grammatical errors.

We played phone tag 7 times over 4 days to discover that I 
had to check back around mid- February.  The representative 
listed the requirements, and told me to call back.

Severe disconnects on campus to arrange events one 
contact I spoke with implied that the price of their rooms was 
too high I felt like (representative) was trying to talk me out of 
it.
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What are the Costs?

1. Lowers institutional brand image
2. Raises your acquisition costs
3. Results in lost business
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Agenda

What are current buyer 
expectations and how do they 
behave?
What are the secret shopping 
results of ACCED-I members?
What specific ideas can you adopt 
today to improve the buying 
experience?
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This is a Culture Issue

The problem is that everyone and 
no one owns the challenge.
Executive sponsorship is required 

thus build a business case.
Connect the problem to real 
metrics
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1. Establish the Metrics

Identify your customer list
Inquiries (acquisition)
Contracts offered (acquisition)
Contracts signed (acquisition)
Repeat contracts (retention)
Response standards?

Phone calls
Online
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2. Baseline Your Own Buying Process

Submit an inquiry
Phone
Web
Email

Record what happens
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3. Map Your Current Buying Process

Assemble the players
Where do buyers come from?
What happens when they do?
Review documentation and forms
Question everything
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4. Write the Business Case and Plan

Clearly document the problem 
using data
Present a solution
Set measurable business goals
Connect strategies to each 
business goal
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Plan

Your plan should include:
Clear expectations for response
A streamlined business process 

Look at forms
Connect the organization

(make it as easy as possible to do 
business with you)
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5. Solicit Executive Support for Your Plan

Realignment?
Additional resources?
Reallocate existing resources?
Reinforce behavioral change?
Communicate vision of how 
everyone s work contributes to the 
experience?
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6. Measure and Refine

Measure results against goals for 
business success metrics.
Adjust
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Summary

Today s buyer is well-informed, 
has a lot of choices, and has high 
expectations
Lack of attention to the buyer 
experience lowers brand image, 
increases acquisition costs, and 
results in lost business
Improving the buyer experience 
can give you a competitive 
advantage


