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INTRODUCTION
Berkery, Noyes & Co., LLC and Tradeshow Week have worked together to develop this groundbreaking study on the association 
convention and exhibition M&A market and related issues.  This study explores associations’ attitudes toward selling and buying 
events including the challenges and opportunities.  The study also analyzes recent transactions.

the data and insight presented in this report are based on the following sources: 

 • A quantitative survey of leading association executives

 • Case studies covering association event transactions 

 • Berkery, Noyes & Co., LLC 

 • Tradeshow Week magazine

Associations form the social and economic backbone of North America.  Association conventions and exhibitions are often the most 
important educational and marketing forums for many industries and professions.  

Today’s associations, while strong, are facing issues similar to corporations, educational institutions and governments. The challenge 
is to better serve dynamic, changing member, client and constituent needs.  The rise of the internet has empowered buyers and end-
users in all sectors.  All organizations are reviewing their assets and strategic options in this changing business environment. 

The role of major events will remain critical. In fact, according to a survey of exhibition and business media executives in 2006 conducted 
by Berkery Noyes and Tradeshow Week, the two primary B2B marketing and educational mediums are expected to be the internet and 
events.  Associations are likely to look closely at their event portfolios in terms of how to best utilize these assets to serve members.   

This groundbreaking study explores associations’ attitudes toward selling and buying events including the challenges and opportunities.

key theMeS and FindingS
According to the recent survey of association executives, the primary strategic goals are to grow membership; assist with overall 
challenges facing membership and industry; and to improve member service and customer satisfaction ratings. 

The most common association businesses or member services, besides running events, are newsletters, databases and listings, and lobbying. 

Today, to grow their events, associations are primarily focused on selling more sponsorships and more exhibition space. Secondary 
goals include organic growth via selling conference and educational programs and launching new conferences. 

Close to half of association boards have discussed mergers and acquisitions in the past three years. The most common M&A related 
discussions have focused on buying an event. 

For associations that have considered divesting an event, the most common reasons to do this are to:  
 • Set up reserves for other initiatives. 
 • Streamline and focus on other member services or initiatives. 
 • Realize, monetize value. 

The most compelling reasons for organizations to buy a convention, exhibition or event are “to reach another segment of the market” 
and “to increase total revenue.” 

The key concern about selling an event is if “an acquirer would maintain overall event standards and quality.” 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

I. ASSOCIATION EVENT M&A:  ISSUES TO CONSIDER
This section of the report provides an overview of current M&A market conditions and some of the key questions 
association executives tend to ask when considering M&A issues. 

current M&a Market oBServationS

Today there is an active M&A market for events due to high demand from both strategic and private equity acquirers.  An 
overview of acquirers and valuation factors are below. 

Strategic acQuirerS

• Willing and able to pay high multiples for premium companies.
• Seek acquisitions to establish or augment strategic positions, and gain entrée to adjacent markets.
• Strategic acquirers have a strong mandate to grow top and bottom line beyond what is achievable organically – buy vs. build.
• Traditional B2B media has an aggressive mandate to diversify away from print.
• Ability to realize synergies from increased scale translates into premium valuations.
• In general, exhibitions are a strong strategic fi t with trade magazines serving the same market.  Readers are attendees, 

advertisers are exhibitors and/or sponsors, publications are marketing vehicles, content is transferable from one to the other, 
publications extend the contact with the market throughout the year. 

Private eQuity acQuirerS

• Extraordinarily active with signifi cant capital to put to work.
• $300 billion of capital was raised in 2007 up from 2006’s total of $212 billion.
• Signifi cant volume of loans remain unsold in the market creating lack of liquidity at the upper end of the transaction market.
• Lenders are becoming more disciplined in their review process; gone are the days of 8x leverage, and “covenant-light” 

packages.
• Senior debt is still available for strong credits; middle market transactions remain highly sought after.
• Increasing number of “hybrid players” – private equity backed strategic buyers that have the acquisition mandate of 

private equity and the merger benefi t opportunities of strategic.

vaLuation PreMiuMS

The following factors infl uence valuations. 

• Leading market position.
• Unique competitive positions.
• Synergy opportunities.
• Scale.
• Strong Management.

• Robust revenue growth.
• Good margins.
• Consistency of trending.
• Attractive served markets.
• Forward visibility of earnings.

ISSUES TO CONSIDER
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ASSOCIATION SPECIFIC ISSUES AND QUESTIONS 
A number of key questions and issues often raised by association executives related to M&A issues are discussed below. 

QueStion:  “Why should we sell?  We have a successful event.”
By partnering with the right for-profi t tradeshow producer, business media company or another association, the association 
can establish an alliance to build and expand the event, benefi ting both the constituency and industry by creating a 
more valuable and important event.  A sale can also diversify the association’s assets, thereby minimizing risk, while 
maintaining a continuing income stream.  

QueStion:  “Who controls the content and execution of the event?”
The event buyer would be the controlling owner and will want control over key management decisions.  However, often, an 
Advisory Board is created that gives the association an important voice on many decisions from pricing to conference content.    

QueStion:  “How can we protect our members from signifi cant price increases?”
The buyer’s goal is to build and grow the event.  They will not intentionally institute practices that will damage the 
event and alienate their customer base.  Additionally, the Advisory Board is often called upon to provide input as to the 
anticipated effects of management decisions upon the customer base.  However, the buyer will require absolute control 
over the fi nal decision.

QueStion:  “What if the buyer does not run the show to our standards?”
Safeguards are typically incorporated into the defi nitive agreement benchmarking certain performance criteria – often 
the last event held.

QueStion:  “What if the buyer’s use of our trademarks is not up to the Association’s standards?”
Typically the buyer and association mutually agree upon standards with a mechanism for the association to notify the 
buyer if it deems the buyer is not meeting or exceeding them.  Typically, there is a provision for disputes to be addressed 
through arbitration.

QueStion:  “What if the association wants to retract its sponsorship of the event in the future?”
The ongoing sponsorship of the event by the association is often one of the most important assets being purchased.  
Therefore, there tends to be a long-term sponsorship agreement with non-competes attached to any termination.  Rights 
of termination are typically tied to a set of standards agreed in the purchase documentation.

QueStion:  “What happens to the event if the buyer sells or goes public?”
Depending upon the buyer, this could be a key issue – or a minor one.  Buyers will reject a “right of refusal” related to the 
sale of their company, but will generally agree to a “bad buyer” provision.

QueStion:  “What happens to the association show staff?”
There is a general industry-wide dearth of quality tradeshow staff.  And since high margin tradeshows tend to have lean 
staffs to begin with, buyers typically offer employment to all staff.  Whether or not they are asked to relocate depends 
upon the buyer and whether or not they have or will want an offi ce in the area near the association headquarters.

QueStion:  “Who controls hotels?”
Typically, the association is allowed to choose its headquarters hotel from the show’s block and would control the 
agreed upon meeting space and room assignment in this hotel.  Other hotel assignments would be handled by show 
management, reporting to the new buyer.

QueStion:  “How will the industry perceive a sale?”
Most of the association event sales that have occurred have been viewed very positively by their respective industries.  Most of 
the shows have grown and become more important and the association has remained involved and highlighted as a sponsor. 

SURVEY RESULTS
II. ASSOCIATION EXECUTIVE SURVEY RESULTS
Tradeshow Week conducted a survey of leading association and association event executives to capture data on experiences, 
strategies and opinion on merger and acquisition activity and other key issues.  The survey of leading association executives 
was conducted in March 2008.   The data below are based on responses from 31 associations.  

Strategic PLanS

Survey QueStion:  What are your organization’s key strategic goals for 2008? (Please check all that apply.)

The primary strategic goals are to grow membership; assist with handling overall challenges facing membership and industry; 
and to improve member service and customer satisfaction ratings.

Percentage
Grow membership 68%

Assist with handling overall challenges facing our membership and industry 54%

Improve member service and customer satisfaction ratings 50%

Grow our events business 43%

Increase overall organizational revenues 39%

Launch new member services / new businesses 36%

General lobbying efforts 29%

International expansion 25%

Financing issues 21%

Internal hiring, staffi ng issues 21%

Grow our publications business and member services 18%

Pass or further certain specifi c legislation 14%

Acquire another event or event business 7%

Other 11%
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Survey QueStion:  Which of the following businesses and/or member services does your organization own or 
provide? (Please check all that apply.)

The most common association businesses or member services, besides running events, are newsletters, databases and 
listings, and lobbying. 

Survey QueStion:  What are your primary growth strategies for your event(s)? (Please check all that apply.)

Associations are primarily focused on selling more sponsorships and more exhibition space.  Secondary goals include 
organic growth via selling conference and educational programs and launching new conferences. 

Percentage
Newsletters 86%

Databases, listings 57%

Lobbying 57%

Publications (besides magazines and newsletters) 46%

Internet and digital media marketing 39%

Trade magazines 39%

Research 39%

Direct marketing 29%

Executive or company matchmaking leads 21%

Insurance or other financial services 18%

Consumer magazines 7%

Other 21%

Percentage
Organic growth via selling more sponsorships 67%

Organic growth via selling more exhibition space 50%

Organic growth via selling conference and educational programs 44%

Launch new conferences 39%

Partnerships, joint ventures 33%

International expansion 28%

Organic growth via selling more show-related print ads 22%

Launch new exhibitions 11%

Mergers and acquisitions (with event properties or companies) 11%

Other 6%

MergerS and acQuiSitionS

Survey QueStion:  Has your board of directors discussed M&A in the last three years?

Close to half of association boards have discussed mergers and acquisitions in the past three years. 

Survey QueStion:  If yes, which of the following M&A scenarios have been discussed?

The most common M&A related discussions have focused on buying an event. 

Survey QueStion:  In terms of mergers, acquisitions or divestitures, which of the following has been conducted 
by your organization in the last twenty years?

Survey QueStion:  Please indicate which of the following would be the most common reasons for your organization 
to sell a convention, exhibition or event. (Please check all that apply.)

While many associations do not plan to divest their events, the most compelling reasons to do this are to:  
  • Set up reserves for other initiatives
  • Streamline and focus on other member services or initiatives
  • Realize, monetize value 

Percentage
Acquired another event or event business 20%

Acquired another business or service line 16%

Divested a publication 12%

Merged with another association or organization 8%

Divested an event or event business 8%

Divested another business or service line 4%

Other 4%

None of the above 48%

Percentage
Yes 46%

No 36%

Unsure 18%

Percentage
Buying an event 50%

Selling an event 25%

Buying a publication 17%

Other 25%

Percentage
To set up reserves for other initiatives 42%

To allow us to streamline and focus on other member services or initiatives 37%

Realize, monetize value from the event business 26%

To mitigate event business risk 16%

To help the event grow 11%

Other 16%
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Survey QueStion:  What concerns would your organization have when considering an event divestiture?

The key concern about selling an event is if “an acquirer would maintain overall event standards and quality”. 

Survey QueStion:  If your organization does have an event divestiture plan, which of the following initiatives is 
most likely to be pursued? (Please check all that apply.)

Strategic buyers are preferred somewhat over private equity. 

Survey QueStion:  How likely is your organization to acquire a convention, exhibition or event property or company 
over the next three years?

Percentage
If an acquirer would maintain overall event standards and quality 74%

Industry perception of a sale 63%

If an acquirer would maintain the same educational quality 58%

If an acquirer would increase event prices 47%

If the acquirer was then sold or had a significant change in management 42%

How acquirer would handle trademark issues 21%

How hotel and other vendor agreements would be handled 21%

How our event staff would be handled 16%

How partner agreements would be handled 5%

Other 5%

Percentage
Very likely 9%

Somewhat likely 27%

Not very likely 59%

Don’t know 5%

Percentage
Sell to a strategic buyer (a company that is already in your industry or segment) 40%

Sell to a private equity or other investment group 30%

Sell event(s) to a current partner 10%

Sell to another association 10%

Other 30%

Survey QueStion: If your organization is likely to acquire events or an event company in 2008, which of the 
following would be the most compelling reasons for your organization to acquire? (Please choose all that apply.)

While over the past ten years associations have been more likely to sell an event than buy, going forward we may see 
more associations acquiring events.  According to the survey, the most compelling reasons to acquire are to reach 
another segment of the market (62%) and to increase total revenue (38%).

Survey QueStion:  What do you and your board need to know to further your understanding of association 
convention and exhibition M&A issues and opportunities?

The survey results suggest that association management and boards are interested in learning more about association 
convention and exhibition M&A issues and opportunities.  The key issues uncovered in the survey include: 

  • How past deals have been structured
  • Risks
  • Event valuations
  • Impact on current income

event BuSineSS BenchMarkS
Survey QueStion:  Would your organization rather sell to a strategic organization (one that is already in your 
industry), or to a private equity investment group?

Percentage
Strategic organization 47%

Private equity 6%

Doesn’t matter 47%

Percentage
How the deals were structured 53%

Risks 53%

Current event multiples and valuations 47%

Impact on current income to the association 47%

Specifically what our events may be worth in a sale 41%

Financing issues and options 35%

How past transactions performed 35%

Potential buyers 35%

How other associations invested or deployed sale proceeds 29%

Information on past associations event transactions 29%

How past transactions were perceived by their industries 24%

Tax implications 24%

Insurance implications 18%

Percentage
To reach another segment of the market 62%

To increase total revenue 38%

To add diversified revenue streams 31%

To seize or maintain a competitive advantage 31%

To respond to changes in our current market 31%

To improve operating margins 23%

Other 15%

11association convention & exhibition M&a outlook
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How past transactions were perceived by their industries 24%

Tax implications 24%

Insurance implications 18%

Percentage
To reach another segment of the market 62%

To increase total revenue 38%

To add diversified revenue streams 31%

To seize or maintain a competitive advantage 31%

To respond to changes in our current market 31%

To improve operating margins 23%

Other 15%
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Source: Berkery, Noyes and Tradeshow Week 

Buyer Seller Show Date

WSA Global Holdings World Shoe Association WSA Show 2006

Hanley Wood National Roofi ng 
Contractors Association

NRCA Show 2004

dmg world media Home Builders Association Central Florida Home and 2003

Cygnus Business Media International Solid 
Surface Association 

Solid Surfaces Show 2003

Cygnus Business Media Association Air 
Transportation Association 
& Professional Aviation 
Maintenance Association

Aviation Services and 
Suppliers Show

2002

Advanstar 
Communications

Association for 
Information and Image 
Management (AIIM)

AIIM Show
2002

Hanley Wood National Association of 
Home Builders

Remodelers Tradeshow 2001

Reed Exhibitions Florida Restaurant
Association

Florida Restaurant & 
Lodging Show 2001

Hanley Wood National Pool & Spa 
Association

NSPI International Expo 
and Conference

2001

Reed Exhibitions California Restaurant 
Association

Western Foodservice and 
Hospitality 2000

Reed Exhibitions Canadian Booksellers 
Association

CBA Annual Convention & 
Tradeshow 2000

Hanley Wood World Floor Covering 
Association

Surfaces 1999

Reed Exhibitions National Softdrink 
Association

InterBev 1999

Bill Communications 
(VNU, now Nielsen)

Point of Purchase 
Advertising

PPAI Show 1999

Primedia American Board of 
Anti-Aging

Anti-Aging Expo 1999

Miller Freeman 
(VNU, now Nielsen)

National Sporting Goods 
Industry Association

World Sports Show 1999

Primedia Environmental Industry 
Association

Waste Expo 1999

Advanstar MAGIC International MAGIC International 1998

Reed Exhibitions PGA of America PGA Show 1998

III. RECENT ASSOCIATION EVENT DEALS
The table below lists a number of association event transactions.

EVENT DEALS
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