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PCO ASSOCIATION

The Australian Medical Research Advisory 
Board is currently reviewing the priorities 
for the first two years of grants available 
through the newly-established Medical 
Research Future Fund and setting the 
overall strategy for medical research in 
Australia over the next five years.

This is a window of opportunity for the 
business events sector to highlight the 
role business events play in bringing 
medical researchers together, according to 
the Association of Australian Convention 
Bureaux (AACB).

The AACB has made a submission to 
the Advisory Board illustrating how 
international conventions reduce the 
barrier to collaboration.

“Meetings lead to collaboration, which in 
turn leads to co-publications and increased 
numbers of citations in medical journals, 
and ultimately to medical breakthroughs,” 
says Andrew Hiebl, chief executive officer 
of the AACB.

“Associated exhibitions enable 
opportunities for commercialisation by 
bringing together scientists and researchers 
with private enterprise and investors.”

Traditionally Australian universities 
formed networks with English speaking 
or European academics. However, Asian 

countries are now increasing investment in 
medical research while the US has seen a 
continued decline. China alone has trebled 
its public funding for medical research over 
the past decade.

This provides Australian researchers with an 
unparalleled opportunity to collaborate with 
their Asian peers and to ensure that scientific 
breakthroughs in the field of medicine benefit 
Australian universities, hospitals, businesses 
and, ultimately, patients.

This collaboration takes place at the 
international conventions of specialist 
medical associations and leads to 
co-publications and increased numbers 
of citations in medical journals. Further, 
exhibitions enable opportunities for 
commercialisation by bringing together 
scientists and researchers with private 
enterprise and investors.

“As Europe and North America’s share 
of medical research has declined, so too 
has Australia’s international scientific 
collaboration,” says Hiebl. 

“Yet the rise of Asian medical 
research budgets will lead to greater 
opportunities for Australia to host major 
medical conventions that will spark 
the collaboration between researchers, 
academics and business within the region.”

According to the International Congress 
and Convention Association (ICCA), medical 
sciences has been the most popular subject 
matter of international association meetings 
over the last 50 years, with 17.2 per cent 
of all meetings over the five years to 2012. 
By this measure Australia fares well, with 
nearly one third of all international business 
events attracted to Australia by convention 
bureaux medical-related, according to 
AACB’s forward calendar.

“But our share of hosting international 
association meetings is in decline, slipping 
from 2.3 per cent in 2014 to 2 per cent in 
2015,” says Hiebl.

“In contrast, ICCA reports show that the total 
number of these international events has 
grown by 5 per cent over the same period. 
As such, our global rankings have fallen from 
ninth a decade ago to 15th in 2015.

“We made the point clearly in our submission 
that the efforts of the Department of Health 
in administering the Medical Research 
Future Fund need to be complemented by 
other arms of government supporting the 
attraction of conventions to Australia.

“If we do not reverse our decline in 
hosting international conventions and their 
delegates, Australia will not maximise its 
medical research investment, making it less 
effective than it ought to be.”

PCO ASSOCIATION NEWS
Take the opportunity to network and develop with the managers of 
over 2000 conferences and meetings.

This is your chance to engage and learn with a targeted audience 
of PCOs and event managers at the PCO Association 9th Annual 
Conference and Exhibition 2016. 

From Secrets of ROI on Social Media for Events, How to 
Become Pressure Proof and Resilient to Stress and Tension, 
How Counterintuitive Thinking is Changing Everything, Digital 

Disruption and the Events Industry… there is something for 
everyone.

Get in early and register before October 14 to take advantage of 
discounted registration fees and enjoy a selection of six workshops, 
two full days of conference sessions, welcome function in the 
exhibition area, offsite networking function at Howard Smith 
Wharf and post conference famils. The full conference program and 
registration are now available at www.pco.asn.au. 

Conventions and exhibitions 
key to medical researchThe one constant in life is that everything changes and that is just as true for the meetings sector. Gihan 

Perera talks about the five key changes to the role of conferences.

Australia punches above its weight when it comes to attracting medical conferences, but more needs to 
be done that illustrates how pivotal business events are in bringing medical researchers together and 
promoting collaboration.

The future of conferences

The NSW Government recently announced 
a trial of in-ground “traffic lights” at key 
intersections in the CBD, to warn pedestrians 
on mobile phones who don’t look up while 
crossing the road.

NSW Centre for Road Safety executive 
director Bernard Carlon, said, 
defending the new system, “in our 
society, things have changed”.

The same principle applies to 
conferences. Despite the growth 
of videoconferencing, online 
meetings, telepresence and virtual 
reality, in-person conferences still 
have a place.

But the role of the conference has 
changed. Good conference organisers 
adapt to these changes, and great 
conference organisers embrace them 
and see them as opportunities.

Here are five key changes to the role 
of the conference.

1 From skills to shifts
One of the main benefits of attending 

a conference was to learn new skills, but 
that’s no longer the case. There are so 
many channels available for learning new 
skills, and a conference is no longer near 
the top of the list.

Good conference organisers can still include 
skill development sessions, but they make 
sure they are streamed and personalised 
to help participants self-select the most 
valuable sessions.

Great conference organisers go further, and 
focus on shifting thinking rather than teaching 
skills. They plan the program around ideas, 
mindsets, and inspiration for new ways of 
thinking. For example, they choose speakers 
who can change the audience’s minds, and 
can show them “how to get there from here”; 
schedule sessions that encourage fearless 
conversations on controversial topics; and ask 
keynote speakers to provide breakout sessions 
that reinforce their key messages.

2   From networking to connections
People have always attended 

conferences for the chance to connect and 

reconnect with peers and colleagues. In 
fact, for many people that’s one of the most 
valuable benefits of a conference.

Good conference organisers already 
know the importance of creating spaces 
during the conference for networking and 

relationship building.

Great conference organisers extend this by 
helping attendees connect before they arrive. 
For example, they publish speakers’ contact 
details – especially their LinkedIn address 
– on the conference website and in the 
conference app; (if appropriate) publish and 
share delegate names and contact details 
as they register; and create opportunities to 
connect online before the conference.

3 From event to journey
A conference isn’t a one-off event; 

participants and clients now expect it to be 
an integrated part of their entire journey.

Good conference organisers help participants 
get more value from the conference material 
after they leave the room.

Great conference organisers create ways for 
participants themselves to keep the learning 
alive. For example, they ask speakers to 
suggest and provide post-conference activities 
that keep the learning alive after their sessions; 
create mastermind groups or “buddies” for 
participants to keep each other accountable; 
and host follow-up online sessions as webinars, 
videoconferencing, and mastermind groups.

4 From physical to hybrid
Online events aren’t the enemy of 

in-person conferences. They can enhance and 
extend the overall experience.

Good conference organisers create hybrid 
events by adding online components 
before and after the conference.

Great conference organisers treat the 
combination of online and in-person 
events as part of one continuous 
learning journey. They ask speakers 
to provide additional online resources 
in a variety of formats (written, 
audio, video, interactive); capture key 
takeaways and drip-feed them by 
e-mail to delegates post-conference; 
help each participant create their 
own “Personal Learning Network” 
for ongoing actions.

5 From closed door to open 
access

In an increasingly open, social, and public 
world, participants and clients expect – and 
sometimes demand – access to share, Like, 
rate, review, comment on, and mash up the 
conference material.

Good conference organisers allow 
opportunities for participants to chat, 
contribute and collaborate with each other.

Great conference organisers look beyond 
the list of delegates and tap into the 
extended community for conversation and 
collaboration. They use the conference 
Twitter hashtag to spark conversations, ask 
(and answer) questions, and invite input and 
feedback – even from people who aren’t at 
the conference; and provide a live stream 
of selected sessions, enable anybody to 
comment; and selectively share material 
publicly – such as slide decks, handouts, and 
online discussion forums.

What will you do?
Audiences have changed, clients have 
changed, and business has changed. Are you 
willing to change as well?

Gihan Perera  is a futurist, conference 
speaker, author and consultant.
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