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Packed With Payback

How to plan an energizing annual sales meeting

that will get your sales force moving

reary. That's the pungently terse word North Carolina

sales trainer Marty Clarke uses to describe most annu-

al sales meetings held in the opening years of this cen-
tury. The reason: “The people planning the meetings weren’t
paying enough attention to the attendees and their needs,” says
Clarke. He adds that’s because in the 2001-2005 time frame
most eyes were firmly rooted on dwindling budgets. There’s
no secret about it. Many of those meetings misfired. They left
attendees bored and dispirited. Planners now are going full-bore
with a redesign intended to create a new-style annual sales meet-
ing for the twenty-first century.

Today’s word might be: upbeat ... sort of. New rules prevail
today, as planners recognize a need to do better, but without
huge budgetary increases. The 2006 reality: Companies remain
“cautious” about budgeting for sales meetings, says Doug
Wheeler, an executive with meeting planner Summit Perfor-
mance Group in San Diego. But purse strings are opening —
budgets are going up. That’s because senior corporate man-
agement is agreeing to fund the annual sales meeting “but
they are insisting on measurable paybacks, an ROI they can
see,” says Florida sales consultant Steve Waterhouse. “Today’s
sales meeting is too expensive to be ornamental. It has to pro-
vide the organization with a payback.”
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That’s not an easy objective. When every annual sales meet-
ing suddenly has to achieve a provable ROI, meeting planners
and sales vice presidents alike have to scramble to craft events
that ring the right bells back at the corporate offices. But forget
another mistake committed all too often in the early years of
this century. In a rush to relevancy many executives simply sliced
fun out of the annual meeting agenda. But guess what? That’s

Up that ante by “creating multiple
opportunities for winners to interact
with each other at the meeting’

the wrong move. “You have to include a fun component in the
meeting, that’s a must,” says Larry Hanson, senior director of
special events for Starwood Hotels and Resorts and a key play-
er in concocting Starwood’s home-brewed annual sales meet-
ings. By all means, monitor the fun component, trim it, reduce
it — but don’t eliminate it because, insist the experts, a sales
meeting with no fun is like mashed potatoes without gravy or

butter or pepper. It’s just plain blah.
Fun doesn’t necessarily mean hours of mindless recreation,
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