


The variety of venues out
there may seem almost infinite,
but all the properties fall into
logical, well-defined categories
that make it easier to find the

right match for your group.

By Rowland Stiteler

If you’re looking for a group venue these days, you’ll find a

vast and growing number of options out there to choose from,
ranging from downtown hotels and conference centers among
the steel and glass canyons of major cities to country farm
houses that date back to the Revolutionary War era. Sometimes,
the spectrum of choices is so vast as to almost be overwhelming
to the uninitiated.

But the good news is that is that there is a distinct
categorization of venues that will allow you to focus your
search. Essentially, the venues that host groups fall into three
categories, all of which have their own distinct merits—confer-
ence centers, meeting hotels and resorts.

Basically, conference centers focus on the conference
experience itself, and offer a varying number of other amenities
and services depending on the individual property; meeting
hotels specialize in meetings and conferences, and may or may
not specialize in other pursuits as well, depending on the indi-
vidual hotel; and resorts focus on the getaway experience, but
frequently offer facilities and amenities that make them just the
right fit for a group.

Many veteran planners say the best way to sort through all
those properties to find the best choice for your group is to
search by category, looking at how that category’s attributes
match the needs of your group, and then looking within the
most appropriate category at the individual properties.

To help you in your next site selection, here is a basic
roadmap with each category of venues, along with examples of
properties that fall within the categories.
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Pacific Palms Conference Resort — Resort Conference Center
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Conference Centers

Conference centers come in all shapes, sizes and forms,
ranging from day centers that offer meeting space and no
accommodations to conference resorts that have hundreds of
rooms and suites, along with championship golf courses and
big luxury spas. But the common denominator is that they are
focused on the conference experience first.

“It is rather amazing what has happened over the past
decade or so,” says Tom Bolman, CAE, Executive Vice
President of the International Association of Conference
Centers (IACC). “What you have seen is a lot of innovation and
imagination going into the development of these facilities, along
with a strong emphasis on using planner feedback—listening to
our clientele—in determining how to fine tune the product.”

IACC sets more than 30 specific facility and service stan-
dards for its member properties, thus creating a uniformity of
product offerings that has had a strong effect on this category
of venues. Another hallmark of IACC member venues is an
all-inclusive pricing plan, everything from lodging to food
service to meeting space and support is part of a per-attendee,
per-day price.

Resort Conference Centers
These properties offer just what their name says—business-
like, educationally conducive conference space, along with tradi-
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tional resort amenities like golf courses and luxury spas.

“Spa treatments have become almost as popular with our
guests as golf in recent years,” says Tory Enriquez, Director of
Sales and Marketing at The Woodlands Resort & Conference
Center, about 45 miles north of Houston. “We host lots of groups
who want to make sure the spa is on their agenda. Ours is a
destination unto itself where groups come both to do business
and have educational events, as well as relax and recharge.”

Like many of the conference centers in this category, The
Woodlands Resort is set on pastoral, wooded acreage that adds
to the “resort getaway” feeling that guests find at the property.

Also in this category is the Pacific Palms Conference Resort
in Industry Hills, CA, with two championship golf courses and a
newly-opened spa; the ACE Conference Center, set on 311 acres
near Lafayette Hills, PA, with a Gary Player-designed golf course;
and the Ocean Place Resort and Spa in Long Branch, NJ, a
beachfront resort with a luxury spa. Others include the Lakeway
Resort and Spa in Austin, TX, with a spa and marina on Lake
Travis; the Marietta Conference Center & Resort, set on 132 regal
acres in Marietta, GA, with a championship golf course; the
Zermatt Resort & Spa, a little piece of Switzerland re-created in
the Wasatch Mountains about 45 minutes from Salt Lake City,
UT; and the Dolce Fregate resort near Provence, France, with
133 guest rooms, more than 8,000 square feet of conference
space and a golf course.
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Executive Conference Centers

This type of conference center is diverse in terms of location
and setting—some are urban facilities; other are set on country
acreage. But the common denominator is the mission: offering
conference facilities and lodging suitable for high-end corporate
meetings, complete with accommodations suitable for corporate
CEOs. Luxury is a minimum standard in this catetgory.

“I don’t think the customer buys bricks and mortar in our
market segment. It’s all about providing superior service to a
very savvy consumer with discerning tastes,” says Marilyn
Yelle, Director of Sales and Marketing at the Wyndham
Peachtree Conference Center, a 250-room hotel and confer-
ence center set on 19 wooded acres in the Atlanta suburb of
Peachtree City, GA. “Good isn’t good enough. You’ve got to
provide exceptional quality.”

Other high-profile executive conference centers include
the Doral Arrowwood, located on 114 wooded acres in Rye
Brook, NY, 45 minutes north of New York City; the Inverness
Hotel & Conference Center in Englewood, CO, a Denver sub-
urb; Aberdeen Woods Conference Center, also located in
Peachtree City, GA, near two golf courses; Hotel Roanoke &
Conference Center, located in a historic building in down-
town Roanoke, VA, within sight of the Blue Ridge Mountains;
and the Hamilton Park Hotel & Conference Center, set on 13
acres in Florham Park, NJ, near Morristown.

Still others include the Wyndham Princeton Forrestal
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Doral Arrowwood— Executive Conference Center

Hotel and Conference Center, in Plainsboro, NJ, three miles
from the Princeton University campus; the Hilton DFW Lakes
Executive Conference Center, a lakeside property adjacent to
two golf courses and 2.5 miles from Dallas/Fort Worth
International Airport; and the Princeton Marriott Hotel and
Conference Center at Forrestal in Princeton, NJ, with a luxury
spa, set on 25 manicured acres.

Executive Retreats

These properties serve essentially the same market niche
as Executive Conference Centers, but the retreats tend to be in
sequestered, rural locations, the type of location that has the
term “ executive getaway” written all over it.

A prime example is the Normandy Farm Hotel &
Conference Center, located on a former dairy farm in Blue
Bell, PA, that dates back to 1730. Located about 30 miles
from Philadelphia, the farm was once a roadhouse, then a
lodge, and in 2003 opened up as a 21st century conference
center, located in historic cottages and farm buildings, with
the main ballroom in a converted, 18th century barn. “People
come here seeking a unique getaway in a pastoral setting,”
says Alan Garabedian, Director of Sales and Marketing at
Normandy Farm.

An equally distinctive property is the The Tides Inn, a
resort, marina and conference center on the Chesapeake Bay at
Irvington, VA. The resort offers a luxury spa, and a golf course
that surround a 50-acre lake, but perhaps the most unusual
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amenity is the resort’s 127-foot, teak-hulled motor yacht, Miss
Ann, originally launched in 1926 and available for private events.

Other representative properties in this category include
Beaver Hollow Conference Center, set on 200 pristine acres
near the western New York town of Java Center; The
Rensselaerville Institute Conference Center, on 100 secluded
acres in the midst of a 3,000-acre nature preserve near Albany,
NY and originally opened in 1924 as “the think tank with
muddy boots”; and the Sanderling Resort & Spa, an 88-guest
room property with a small conference center on the Outer
Banks near Duck, NC.

Estates, Castles and Mansions

Facilities in this category are the most unusual and diverse
of any group, frequently set in opulent, historic buildings-some
of them built by the captains of industry in the late 19th centu-
ry. This category is particularly suited for ultra high-end events.

A prime example is the Tarrytown House Estate &
Conference Center. Opened as America’s first conference
center in 1840, Tarrytown House includes two 19th century
mansions, King House and Biddle House, which along with a
carriage house and a cottage, make up the complex that sits
on 26 acres overlooking the Hudson River Valley, 25 miles
north of Manhattan. The resort, located near the Westchester



