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With a return to in-person 
meetings already underway, 
this First Look Research 
report from Northstar 

Meetings Group —“Safety First: Planner 
Must-Haves for In-Person Meetings”— 
looks at the measures planners identify as 
crucial to keeping those meetings safe. For 
even as Covid-19 cases around the globe 
ebb and flow and guidance continues to 
evolve, meeting professionals on both the 
buyer and supplier side must prepare for 
their next in-person events.

The online survey was conducted April 
21 – May 10, 2021, and sponsored by the 
Greater Fort Lauderdale Convention and 
Visitors Bureau. Findings are based on 255 
qualified meeting planner responses from 
meeting professionals representing the 
corporate, association, independent/third- 
party and incentive markets.

Meeting Challenges
It has been a particularly cruel irony for 
those in the meetings industry that the 
image of  a group of  people in close contact 
in an indoor setting can be used to describe 
both a productive meeting and the way 
Covid-19 is spread. Now that in many plac-
es infection numbers are starting to fall and 
vaccination rates are rising, more groups 

A Healthy Perspective
As we begin to come out of  the biggest 
pandemic in more than 100 years, it’s 
probably not a surprise to learn that more 
than 96 percent of  the surveyed planners 
(of  all types) ranked health and safety as 
either significantly or somewhat more im-
portant in the planning process than it was 
before 2020. When asked to identify their 
biggest concerns in holding a meeting 
during the next 12 to 18 months, the one 
most frequently mentioned was that their 
event might cause someone to get ill — or, 
worse, be labeled as a super spreader — 
and the possible liability issues and bad 
press that could follow. Many were also 
concerned that safety fears might affect 
attendance numbers, making it difficult to 
avoid attrition charges.

WHO ANSWERED? 

Respondents by planner type

IN-HOUSE  
CORPORATE

INDEPENDENT/
THIRD PARTY ASSOCIATION INCENTIVE OTHER

38% 23% 31% 2% 6%

are looking to get back to holding their 
in-person gatherings. But what exactly will 
those meetings look like in an environment 
where the rules as to what is considered 
safe are constantly changing — not only 
from day to day but place to place? 

Sharing Responsibility
The meetings industry professionals 
surveyed by Northstar Meetings Group — 
which included a relatively equal number of  
in-house corporate, association, indepen-
dent/third-party and incentive planners — 
overwhelmingly indicated that addressing 
health-safety issues had become integral 
to their planning process. That said, they 
showed more hesitancy when it came to 
actually mandating behavior from their 
attendees. Put simply by one planner: “We 
have considerable concerns about being the 
mask police.”

Much of  the responsibility for uphold-
ing health-safety measures, then, falls to 
the venue, with planners taking extra care 
during the site selection and contracting 
process to make sure their venue partners 
will not only provide enhanced cleaning 
and hygiene protocols, upgraded air- 
filtration systems and ample space for phys-
ical distancing but also help communicate 
the health-safety regulations to attendees. 

MORE THAN 96 
PERCENT OF THE 
SURVEYED PLANNERS 
RANKED HEALTH AND 
SAFETY AS EITHER 
SIGNIFICANTLY OR 
SOMEWHAT MORE 
IMPORTANT THAN IT 
WAS BEFORE 2020.
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Taking Precautions
IMPLEMENTING SAFETY MEASURES
Enforcing physical distancing and mandat-
ing masks topped the measures planners 
will implement, but it was a smaller ma-
jority than might be expected at just over 
half  of  those surveyed. That may be due to 
concerns over policing attendee behavior 
as well as to the belief  that masks will no 
longer be necessary when the meeting 
occurs. Fewer than half  listed temperature 
checks, and fewer will require proof  of  
vaccination or negative tests for attendees 
or venue staff. 

While some will require only what is 
mandated by state and local authorities, 
others said they will likely put more strin-
gent policies in place but that constantly 
changing guidelines make it difficult to 
predict what they might be. 

OFFERING TOOLS AND SERVICES
Hand sanitizer and masks led the list of  
new tools and services meeting planners 
expect to provide on-site over the next 12 
to 18 months. Almost half  are also looking 

to add contactless technology at registra-
tion. In individual comments, a number of  
planners stated they would wait to tailor 
the tools and services to the situation at the 
venue at the time of  their gathering. Others 
are wary of  imposing restrictions that 
would make their attendees uncomfortable. 
Independent, third party and incentive plan-
ners are more likely than their corporate 
and association counterparts to outsource 
the health and safety aspects of  their events.

ADDING RISK-MANAGEMENT MEASURES
While almost all respondents are adding 
new protocols for their meetings in the 
wake of  Covid, the risk-management mea-
sures most likely to be employed all fall rel-
atively early in the planning process. These 
include establishing emergency or crisis 
communication plans; increased scrutiny 

A NEW PERSPECTIVE

Are health and safety  
more important to your 

planning process now than 
prior to 2020?
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MEASURES THAT MATTER

How important are the following safety factors in selecting  
a venue for events you are now booking or planning?

(WITH 1.0 BEING “NOT IMPORTANT” AND 3.0 BEING “VERY IMPORTANT”)

HEIGHTENED CLEANING PROTOCOLS

AVAILABILITY OF OUTDOOR EVENT SPACES

ENHANCED INDOOR AIR FILTRATION

VENUE OR CITY CERTIFICATION

AVAILABILITY FOR EXCLUSIVE BUYOUT

PROPERTY LAYOUT THAT DOES NOT REQUIRE ELEVATOR USE 

GUEST ACCOMMODATIONS WITH OUTSIDE ACCESS DOORS

321

2.70

2.44

2.46

2.18

1.84

1.67

1.65

ENFORCING PHYSICAL DISTANCING AND 
MANDATING MASKS TOPPED THE MEASURES 
PLANNERS WILL IMPLEMENT — BUT ONLY A SMALL 
MAJORITY WILL, AT JUST OVER HALF SURVEYED.
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TAKING PRECAUTIONS

Which of the following mea-
sures will you implement to 
protect attendees?

Which of the following  
tools/services do you expect  
to use on-site?

ENFORCE DISTANCING  
IN MEETING SPACES

SUPPLY HAND  
SANITIZER

ESTABLISH/UPDATE 
CRISIS-COMMUNICATION 
PLANS

REQUIRE PROOF OF 
VACCINATION OR 
NEGATIVE COVID-19 
TEST FOR ATTENDEES

HIRE ON-SITE HEALTH- 
SAFETY PERSONNEL FOR 
ENTIRE EVENT

NONE OF THE ABOVE

REQUIRE PROOF OF 
VACCINATION FOR 
ATTENDEES

BOOK EXTRA  
SPACE FOR MEDICAL 
SCREENING

PROVIDE COVID- 
TESTING KITS

OUTSOURCE ALL  
HEALTH-SAFETY 
ASPECTS  
OF THE EVENT

CONTRACT WITH A 
LABORATORY  
TESTING SERVICE

HIRE HEALTH-SAFETY 
PERSONNEL FOR MORNING 
SCREENINGS ONLY

INSTALL PLEXIGLASS  
DIVIDERS AT  
MEETING TABLE

BOOK EXTRA  
SPACE FOR  
QUARANTINE AREA

OTHER OTHER

NONE OF THE 
ABOVE

NONE OF THE 
ABOVE

MANDATE MASK  
WEARING

SUPPLY FACE  
MASKS

SCRUTINIZE CONTRACTS 
FOR HEALTH, SAFETY  
AND LIABILITY ISSUES

ENFORCE DISTANCING  
AT RECEPTIONS

CONTACTLESS ARRIVAL 
KIOSKS/TOUCHLESS 
REGISTRATION

ASSESS RELATIVE  
SAFETY OF 
SURROUNDINGS

CONDUCT DAILY 
TEMPERATURE  
CHECKS

AUTOMATED 
HEALTH-SCREENING 
TECHNOLOGY/KIOSKS

REQUIRE 
PARTICIPANTS  
TO SIGN LIABILITY 
WAIVERS

WILL REQUIRE ONLY  
WHAT IS MANDATED  
BY AUTHORITIES

CONTACT- 
TRACING DEVICES/
SOFTWARE

HIRE ADDITIONAL  
SECURITY FOR  
THE EVENT

REQUIRE VACCINATION 
OR NEGATIVE COVID-19 
TEST FOR VENUE STAFF

APP AND/OR SERVICE  
TO VERIFY HEALTH  
DOCUMENTS

OTHER

Which risk-management 
measures will you  
employ at your events?

MANY MORE 
PLANNERS WILL 
SUPPLY HAND 
SANITIZER (84%) 
AND FACE MASKS 
(77%) THAN WILL 
ENFORCE MASK-
WEARING (59%) 
OR DISTANCING 
IN MEETING 
SPACES (62%).

4

OVER THE NEXT 12-18 MONTHS…

62%

59%

48%

45%

39%

29%

27%

18%

17%

14%

13%

14%

2%

84%

77%

45%

22%

22%

21%

20%

17%

16%

11%
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Which of the following changes to F&B service will you  
make vs. your prepandemic events?

Will you make any changes with respect to serving alcohol  
at meetings vs. your prepandemic events?

SAFE FOOD AND BEVERAGE

OFFER GRAB-
AND-GO MEALS

PROVIDE 
DISTANCED 

SEATING 
FOR INDOOR 

MEAL 
SERVICE

65%

7%

64%

24%9%

42%

27%

33%

12%

31%

18%7%

46%

11%

16%21%

16%

HOLD F&B 
EVENTS 
OUTDOORS

OFFER ONLY 
SERVED 
BUFFET 
MEALS

OFFER ONLY PLATED 
MEAL SERVICE REDUCE OR 

 ELIMINATE OFF- 
SITE MEALS

OTHER

PROVIDE VOUCHERS FOR 
TAKEOUT/FOOD DELIVERY/

ROOM SERVICE

WILL NOT 
PROVIDE F&B

REDUCE 
DURATION 

OF COCKTAIL 
RECEPTIONS/
BAR SERVICE

IMPOSE 
DRINK LIMITS

SERVE ALCOHOL 
ONLY AT OUTDOOR 
RECEPTIONS

ADD MORE  
NONALCOHOLIC OPTIONS

NO 
CHANGES 

TO F&B 
SERVICE

WILL NO 
LONGER SERVE 
ALCOHOL 

NO CHANGES

OTHER

of  contracts as they relate to health, safety 
and liability issues; and assessing the safety 
of  the surroundings at the site. Waivers are 
something that a number of  planners are 
considering, although as one pointed out: 
“Some say they’re useful, others say they’re 
not worth anything and frequently get 
thrown out.” 

Measures That Matter
VENUE SAFETY FACTORS
Clean surfaces, fresh air and a lot of  space 
top the list of  measures that matter to plan-
ners when selecting a venue. Accreditation 
programs that can substantiate enhanced 
cleaning and hygiene protocols and indoor 
air-filtration and ventilation systems, such 
as GBAC Star or Sharecare, were considered 
somewhat helpful, while less emphasis was 
placed on exclusive buyouts or particular 
property layouts.

SAFE FOOD AND BEVERAGE
When it comes to F&B service, offering 
grab-and-go meals and providing distanced 
seating in which to eat those meals rate 
highest. Other options, such as providing 
vouchers or going to either only buffet 
or only plated meals, are not particularly 
popular, although almost half  will consider 
holding the meal events outdoors. These 
answers are fairly consistent across meeting 
planner types.

With the potential for alcohol-fueled 
receptions to bring people in closer prox-
imity while also lowering their inhibitions, 
planners were asked if  they might change 
anything in that regard. For those who 
served alcohol (some never did), almost 
half  won't make any changes. Imposing 

NEARLY TWO-THIRDS 
OF PLANNERS WILL 
OFFER GRAB-AND-
GO MEALS AT THEIR 
EVENTS.

5



SAFETY FIRST:  PLANNER MUSTS FOR IN-PERSON MEETINGS

some limits — reducing duration of  the 
service, establishing drink limits or adding 
more nonalcoholic options — all received 
some support, with association planners 
the least likely to impose any limits on their 
attendees. 

Enforcing the Rules 
Attendee compliance with mandated 
health-safety protocols is one of  the biggest 
concerns expressed by planners for their 
upcoming meetings. More than a few 
worry that some people won't adhere to 
them, thus creating a disruption for other 
attendees — perhaps explaining why so 
many planners are shying away from mask 
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ENFORCING THE RULES

How will you ensure that attendees comply with health and safety  
protocols at your events over the next 12-18 months?

Communicate 
protocols 
at time of 

registration

Provide signage 
in hotel/venue 

stating the 
house rules

Have 
attendees sign 
an agreement 

to do so

Tell them non-
compliance may 
cause removal 
from the event

Assign staff 
to ensure that 
protocols are 

being followed

Outsource 
enforcement

Other None of 
the above

78% 77% 51% 50% 48% 11% 4% 2%

ADAPTING TO NEW CONCERNS

Which of the following changes will you make due to Covid-19 safety  
concerns?

Larger spaces 
for distancing

Reduce 
meeting size 
to allow for 
distancing

Reduce or 
eliminate off-
site activities

More activities 
to allow for 

smaller groups

Conduct 
more virtual 

site visits

More site visits 
to note safety 

protocols

Other No 
Changes

61% 46% 37% 36% 29% 27% 4% 9%

or distancing mandates.
By far the most popular method used 

to ensure compliance (more than 75 
percent) is an increase in communication 
— from messages at the time of  registra-
tion through to the signage on site. That 
number drops to about half  when it comes 
to physically having attendees sign an 
agreement, advising participants they may 
be removed, or assigning staff  to ensure 

ATTENDEE COMPLIANCE WITH MANDATED  
HEALTH-SAFETY PROTOCOLS IS ONE OF  
PLANNERS' GREATEST CONCERNS FOR THEIR 
UPCOMING MEETINGS.

protocols are being followed. Few will 
outsource any enforcement.

Adapting to New Concerns 
Creating more physical distancing — both 
in terms of  booking larger spaces and 
reducing meeting sizes — is the biggest 
change organizers will make as a result 
of  health and safety concerns. Although 
conducting more virtual and in-person 
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SERVICES PAST & PRESENT

Which of the following professional services did you rely on for your meetings prior to 2020? 

Which of the following professional services do you expect to  
use for your meetings in 2021 and beyond?

ON-SITE SECURITY SERVICES

LEGAL REVIEW OF CONTRACTS

ON-SITE MEDICAL SERVICES

PRE-EVENT SECURITY REVIEW

RISK-MANAGEMENT EXPERTS

VERIFICATION OF MEDICAL DOCUMENTS

OTHER

NONE OF THE ABOVE

ON-SITE SECURITY SERVICES

LEGAL REVIEW OF CONTRACTS

ON-SITE MEDICAL SERVICES

PRE-EVENT SECURITY REVIEW

RISK-MANAGEMENT EXPERTS

VERIFICATION OF MEDICAL DOCUMENTS

OTHER

NONE OF THE ABOVE

39%

49%

38%

41%

32%

39%

18%

31%

18%

28%

11%

21%

1%

2%

28%

18%

site visits each received the same amount 
of  support (at about a third), one planner 
noted that virtual site visits had not proven 
reliable. Another will be sticking with 
familiar venues until in-person site visits are 
more readily available. 

Services Past & Present 
Before 2020, the two professional services 
most likely to be used by planners — but 
only by about a third of  those surveyed — 
were legal reviews of  contracts and on-site 
security services. Post 2020, more planners 

expect to include a legal review (with 
incentive planners jumping from 17 to 67 
percent) and add on-site security. The num-
ber looking to offer on-site medical services 
and conduct on-site security reviews also 
rose, but only slightly. 

Looking Ahead
One of  the biggest takeaways from the 
survey is that while keeping attendees safe 
is of  the utmost importance, planners are 
balancing that need with the pressure to 
keep attendance numbers up and make sure 

that the meeting is still productive. As one 
planner put it: "The goal is for attendees to 
see and feel the measures being taken to en-
sure their safety while also staying engaged 
and involved in the actual meeting."  

Collaboration between planners and 
their venue partners, then, has only in-
creased in importance. When planners can 
trust that the venue has implemented and 
effectively communicated the mandated 
safety measures, they can then put their 
focus back on making sure the meeting 
really matters. n
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