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heard...Besides being a top-notch speaker and presenter who 

captures an audience with his witty dialogue and strategic 

experience. . . He is the meeting professional's best friend 

because he'll knock it out of the ballpark for your event."  

 "Donn LeVie provides the most comprehensive professional advaor your event." 

How “Return on Event” (ROE) Boosts Member Value, 
Member Retention Rates, and Member Engagement 

 

According to the 2018 Membership Marketing Benchmarking Report, among the top 5 challenges to 

associations are: (1) Difficulty in communicating value or benefits to members; (2) difficulty in proving 

return on investment (ROI); and (3) member retention.  A little-known metric, “Return on Event”, 

measures the long-tail post-conference value (new skills, expertise, knowledge) members obtain and 

implement back in their respective work environments. 

The world of conferences and professional meetings is a magnet for gathering people of like minds, 

professions, and interests. Like moths to a flame, conference attendees congregate to learn the 

latest tools and techniques in a variety of breakout session speakers and pre-conference 

workshops, to check out new products and services in exhibit halls, network with other 

professionals in the hallways and corridors, and discover ways to accelerate their career or business 

trajectories. Polls and benchmark studies consistently affirm these connections. 

The 2018 Membership Marketing Benchmarking Report (Marketing General Incorporated) received 

responses from 870 executives and 1,005 unique associations. That report revealed the top four 

reasons members join professional associations focus on professional development: 

• Networking with others in the field 

• Continuing education 

• Access to specialized and/or current information 

• Learning best practices in their profession 

Figure 1 represents a poll taken during a webinar presented by Wild Apricot entitled, “The Digital 

Education Tools That Keep Your Members Coming Back for More.”  
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The results indicate overwhelmingly that interaction with organizations primarily is through in-

person events (seminars, conferences). 

Figure 1. Webinar QUICKPOLL on How Members Interact with Organizations 

 

Figure 2 is another poll from that same webinar that highlights member preference for participation 

in those same organizations. In both instances, “In-person events (seminars, conferences, etc.)” 

dominate the preferred options.  

Figure 2. Webinar QUICKPOLL on How Members Prefer to Participate in Organizations 
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A “successful” conference in one context can occur when both attendees/members and the 

sponsoring organization receive value that exceeds expectations. One could conclude from these 

two polls in Figures 1 and 2 that members are receiving association value through live continuing 

education/ professional development programs (seminars, panel discussions, breakout sessions, 

strategy sessions, etc.) at conferences and other similar events. Significant value is experienced as 

well through the networking occurring at live events. 

Associations use different measures to assess 

the financial value of such large investments; 

however, they should also evaluate the intrinsic 

value (psychological, attitudinal, behavioral) 

conferences provide for attendees.  Assigning 

hard values to intrinsic factors is difficult, to say 

the least, but should not be discounted as it’s 

often the soft variables that determine whether 

a member joins, renews, or engages. Such 

feedback can influence projected Return on Investment (ROI) expectations for future events as 

well as perceptions of association membership value. 

RETURN ON EVENT (ROE) 

Ira Kerns, Managing Director of GuideStar Research and Meeting Metrics, described the term 

“Return on Event” in 1991 to explain the perceived benefits expected before a conference or 

meeting with post-event results from various measurements and attendee feedback. The greater 

the positive difference between the anticipated results and measured results, the more successful 

the event, yielding a high Return on Event.  While many pre- and post-event variables must be 

measurable and quantifiable, some variables (such as written and verbal attendee feedback) offer a 

different perspective into the success and value of a conference beyond the purely financial. 

Kerns also developed the “Core-7 Meeting Dimensions” that identify psychological and behavioral 

perceptions for establishing pre-event baseline and post-event assessment measures: 

1. Knowledge/understanding (“I know”) 

2. Opinions/perceptions/beliefs (“I agree”) 

3. Feelings/attitudes (“I want to”) 

http://www.donnleviejrstrategies.com/
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4. Abilities/skills (“I can”) 

5. Intentions/commitment (“I will”) 

6. Behaviors (“I am doing”) 

7. Business results/impacts – ROI (“I am delivering value”) 

ROE BENEFITS FOR MEETING PROFESSIONALS  

When meeting professionals can provide value-

driven professional development options (and 

the right presenters to deliver them) that exceed 

conference attendee expectations, their 

strategic contribution to the event success 

makes them look like superstars. That 

momentum can carry over into growth for the 

association or organization as word spreads 

throughout the professional community about 

the value-rich events associated with that organization. 

External (not a member, not an industry expert) speaker selection in no small way contributes to 

that enhanced membership value. 

ROI might be considered the ultimate measure of event success by finance people; for those in 

charge of membership retention and growth, ROE may be deemed the most important 

consideration by conference owners and meeting professionals. But in truth, both measures try to 

consider the extent that psychological, attitudinal, and behavioral changes translate to added value 

in the workplace environment. 

A strong ROE usually indicates the event has a long tail; in other words, it’s value remains high as 

measured over time after the event through what’s termed the “chain of impact.” (This chain of 

impact is more often associated with ROI evaluation.) The impetus for positive behavioral or 

attitudinal change (i.e., learning) begins at some time point during a keynote, a breakout session, or 

a one-on-one conversation. In time, such changes can lead to the acquisition of new skills or 

knowledge, which in turn influence the performance of a work-related task that later results in 

some increased value to business performance, but only when change is reinforced beyond the end 

of the conference.  

http://www.donnleviejrstrategies.com/
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The further removed people are from the end of a conference, the quicker excitement, inspiration, 

and retention drop off without repetition and followup. Streaming presentations and using cloud 

storage for registered attendees to revisit content post-conference helps reinforce retention. 

Without frequent reinforcement, the gains experienced immediately following the conference can 

be lost altogether. But even with retention reinforcement, assigning ROI in the absence of methods 

to measure at various links in the chain is a difficult proposition. 

So, the question becomes: What post-conference 

approaches can associations embrace to help attendees 

extend that chain of impact to a measurable result, and 

enhance membership value at the same time? 

POST-CONFERENCE RETENTION APPROACHES 

Not all conference attendees are looking for the same thing from a Professional Development 

track. Career or leadership development is part of professional development and a good 

percentage of attendees want to know not only how to do what they do better — some want 

information on getting to the next level. Attendee expectations are very often tied to their current 

or future roles in the workplace and differ from one industry or profession to the next. That 

understanding (roles vs. industry) will be critical when designing post-conference follow-up content 

to help reinforce knowledge retention. Segmenting attendees (or breakout sessions and pre-

conference programs) by role instead of industry will help make follow-up microlearning more 

individually relatable because it contextualizes the content specific to the job function, increasing 

the likelihood of retention and application. 

As a global speaker and strategist, I’ve been using drip marketing1 to maintain a “top of mind” 

position for my keynote, seminar, and breakout sessions. For post-conference retention efforts, I 

                                                 

1 Drip marketing is a communication strategy that sends, or "drips," a set of messages or other content to customers 

or prospects over time. These messages often take the form of email marketing, although other media can also be 

used, such as brief videos, PDF downloads, etc.  
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schedule emails accompanied by annotated presentation foils, brief YouTube videos, eBooks, or 

PDF cheat sheets as “drip” information at frequent intervals to attendees.  Every day for the first 

seven days following my programs, then at Day 14, Day 21, and at Day 28, I’ll send out this 

supplemental reinforcing content. I call my method “extended ROE©” or eROE©. I generally do not 

make presentation slides available after a program because they are my proprietary information; 

however, I do release key sections of slides according to the follow-up schedule with supplemental 

content to maintain context.  

And that content is exclusive to the members of that association. No two associations receive the 

same material. Because that content is exclusive to a particular association, it serves as a value 

magnet to boost retention, engagement, and acquisition. 

Often all that’s needed to induce recall is the repetition of a brief statement or fact. Someone 

watching a conference video on corporate compliance, for example, might benefit from an email 

with a link to a related TED Talk or blog post. A good idea is to have the association’s social media 

team collaborate with the education team to develop a strategy for drip marketing channels. 

FINAL THOUGHTS 

Extending the chain of impact, drip marketing, and other methods can help keep those high-value 

conference learning opportunities and career strategies “top of mind” with conference attendees 

once they have returned to their hectic work environments. Hopefully, a future “extended Return 

on Event” (eROE) measure would yield some interesting data that can be quantified and 

monetized. It can encourage members to “Return to Event” the following year. 

The important takeaway is that the more knowledge, tactics, and strategies your members and 

conference attendees can implement back in their work environment that were first acquired 

during the conference, and the longer they can apply them, the higher that eROE value remains. 

                                                 

The seven-consecutive day followup I use (reinforced with 14-day, 21-day, and 28-day followup) aligns with recent 

ATD (formerly ASTD) research that states new learning drops off drastically after just 24 hours without reinforcement 

over a tighter followup period than the often typical 30-60-90 day approaches.  
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High eROE is your value magnet to greater member growth, member retention rates, member 

engagement, and association value. 

# # # 

© 2018. Donn LeVie Jr. STRATEGIES. All Rights Reserved.  

Positioning/influence strategist, brand leverage catalyst, success expeditor, speaker and award-

winning author Donn LeVie Jr., has nearly three decades in management and leadership positions 

for Fortune 100 companies (Phillips 66, Motorola, Intel Corp.), academia (University of Houston 

Downtown College), government (U.S. Dept. of Commerce - NOAA), and is the author of two 

award-winning positioning/influence strategy books focused on professional advancement. 

Donn LeVie Jr is the speaking expert you want to help elevate your conference ROI and extend the 

Return on Event for enhancing association value and member value. Donn’s programs teach fast-

track professionals how to build their professional platform and brand equity to convert any and 

all decision makers into advocates, allies, champions, clients, or customers through the use of 

positioning and influential intelligence.  

Donn is a member of the National Speakers Association (NSA) and is a Senior Fellow with the 

Management and Strategy Institute (MSI), where he holds designations as a Certified Ethics 

Associate and in Corporate Leadership. 

Want to have a 30-minute information discovery conversation with Donn to discuss if he can help 

make your next event a huge hit with attendees? Here's Donn’s calendar link to make finding time 

easy and avoid the back-and-forth emails, or just pick up the phone and talk to Donn directly at (512) 

797-3035.  
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