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A t a time when major lodging chains 
are installing fl at-panel screens in their 
guest rooms and every meeting venue 
is touting “state-of-the-art” technology, 

a time when “Web 2.0” is the buzzword and 
spawning offspring named “Meetings 2.0” and 
“Travel 2.0,” a time when online social software 
is creating virtual meeting and networking 
possibilities, questions naturally arise:

What’s going on?
What is the actual state-of-the-art in meeting 

technology today?
What could Web 2.0 do for my venue?
Are social software developments a threat?
With those and other questions in mind, Unique 

Venues had a talk with Corbin Ball. If there is a 
technology guru in the hospitality industry, Corbin 
has the credentials to claim the title.

As a certifi ed meeting professional with more 
than 20 years of experience planning international 
technology meetings, Corbin knows these two facets 
of the business well. He’s been honored at different 
times by MPI as a meeting planner of the year, a 
chapter leader of the year and as an international 
supplier of the year. From 2000 through 2003 he 
was listed among MeetingNews’ 25 most-infl uential 
people in the industry. His fi rm, Corbin Ball 
Associates, provides a variety of communications 
services – public speaking, consulting and writing – 
to an international client base.

Clearly, Corbin knows meetings – and meetings 
technology. Since he has been focusing some 
attention recently upon technology trends within 
the hospitality industry, UV felt this was a good 
time to get some answers to technology-trend 
questions that pertain to nontraditional venues.

Far and away the most signifi cant trend is Web 
2.0 – a term, Corbin cautioned, that is imprecise 
and taking on a variety of different meanings. 
Generally, the term refers to the participatory, 
interactive, and collaborative elements of the 

World Wide Web. For meeting planners, Web 2.0 
suggests opportunities for:

●  Common, web-based documents that can be 
used by event planning teams with members 
dispersed across the country.

●  Interaction between planners, presenters and 
their audiences before, during and after the 
event.

●  The uploading of abstracts, bios, photos, 
podcasts, video clips, PowerPoint slides and 
RSS (Really Simple Syndication) feeds to 
speakers’ blogs.

●  Survey results to be known immediately.
●  Virtual meetings and collaborations among 

communities of meeting professionals 
through social software.

But Corbin sees Web 2.0 opportunities for 
unique sites as well – especially those looking for 
more marketing resources. These venues should 
be using the variety of marketing tools offered by 
the web: blogs, podcasting, electronic-newsletter 
distribution, and linkage to as many other websites 
as possible (which elevates a site’s visibility with 
search engines). Just one example is YouTube, 
where venue videos could be posted.

Other interactive-web possibilities – just 
beginning to be explored within the hospitality 
industry – are user ratings and rankings along 
the lines of those currently offered by eBay and 
Amazon.com. Ratings and other, similar, user-
generated content are part of what’s proving to 
be successful on the Internet right now. “This is 
all part of Web 2.0,” Corbin said. “I think you’re 
going to see this more and more.” Components 
of the travel industry are beginning to incorporate 
user-generated feedback, and a couple of planner 
websites – currently in the Beta stage – are 
including venue ratings.

If ratings are new to the hospitality industry, 
the basic concept behind them is not. The industry 
long has recognized that third-party testimonials 
carry more weight than a venue’s self-description. 
“Ratings are all part of that,” said Corbin. “People 
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can sing your praises far louder than you can sing 
them yourself.”

As for gadgetry, the major hoteliers are leading 
the way with wider usage of electronic signage, 
multipurpose kiosks with Internet-accessible 
screens, and the installation of high-defi nition 
televisions and fl at-panel screens in guests’ rooms. 
The electronic signage can eliminate sign clutter 
and perform multiple functions. The kiosks, for 
example, can become virtual concierges, offering 
hotel and airport check-ins, and the ability to make 
restaurant reservations and purchase entertainment 
tickets. Flat panels in guest rooms eliminate the 
need for bulky entertainment centers – enhancing 
the appearance of spaciousness in the room – and 
travelers will be able to connect their laptops 
and iPods. Increasingly, business travelers are 
demanding the same level of technology in their 
place of lodging as they experience at home.  

Which also means that Internet access should 
be as commonplace in a meeting and event venue 
as utilities are. “Basic Wi-Fi service should be 
considered pretty much as basic light and water 
service,” Corbin said, adding that guests should 
be able to access the Internet anywhere within 
the venue. While upper-scale hotels continue to 
charge for access, the trend is toward free access, 
according to Corbin. But he observed that, despite 
this trend for free basic Internet access, there will 
be a continued need for high-bandwidth, highly 
secure Internet access for a fee, especially in 
meeting rooms.

Radio frequency identifi cation (RFID) is 
considered the barcode of the future and should 
serve a number of event-related tasks ranging from 
lead-retrieval, access verifi cation and attendance 
tracking to catering counts and exhibit hall fl ow 
analyses. And the booking of meeting space online 
should continue to evolve.

As for what actually determines whether a 
venue is justifi ed in claiming “state-of-the-art” 
technology, Corbin Ball believes that infra-
structure – not gadgetry – is the true determinant. 
“If I owned a venue, what I would be really 
concentrating on is making sure of the infra-
structure that is managing it,” Corbin said. 
“The need for bandwidth will continually 
increase.” And as far as he’s concerned, true state-
of-the-art technology starts with fi ber-optic wiring, 
which is capable of carrying an almost-unlimited 
amount of information. Once a “fi ber-based 
backbone” is in place, venues are limited only by 
the abilities of their computers to process the data.

One signifi cant area where venues can tap 
into evolving software – and the opportunities 
provided by fi ber-optic-provided bandwidth – is 
videoconferencing. “Video will defi nitely be 
of increasing demand,” Corbin said, pointing 
to YouTube’s presidential debates as an 
example of the trend. He expects the quality of 

videoconferencing images to improve markedly as 
high-defi nition television edges closer to the time 
when it becomes the broadcast standard in 2009.

With fi ber-optic cables opening up the 
information pipeline, enhanced bandwidth not only 
can be offered to guests but will enable the venue to 
increasingly centralize its control of a wide variety 
of functions, including property management, 
security, lighting, voice systems, audio-visual 
equipment, and air conditioning. The computer 
will work in the background, functioning as a basic 
utility – much like electricity and water. The actual 
operations will be Internet-based and managed as 
information packets through one, integrated system 
known as an IP or Internet Protocol.

“HDTVs, fl at panels, digital signage, state-
of-the-art board rooms, video-conferencing and 
projection screens nicely hidden – those are all 
nice, but those are always going to be changing,” 
Corbin said. “It’s the infrastructure that’s the 
important thing.”

As for the development of social software and 
the buzz about virtual meetings and networking, 
Corbin Ball sees them as new tools for the meeting 
planners – but nothing that will signifi cantly reduce 
the meeting and event market. “I don’t think 
there’s very much to fear from it. It’s coming,” 
said Corbin. “I’d encourage people to become 
aware.” He foresees web casts, pod casts, web 
conferencing and videoconferencing as ideally 
suited for short – 30 minutes or less – meetings, 
involving information exchange and training. He 
also foresees the use of social software to enhance 
the value of traditional, face-to-face meetings by 
bringing people of like interests together. 

“The movie industry, for example, has 
remained viable after 60 years of technological 
onslaught from TV, VCRs, DVDs and home 
theaters. Face-to-face meetings will remain 
viable,” Corbin said. Meetings remain a primary 
means by which adults are educated, exchange 
information and share challenges. Network 
building and brainstorming can’t be done easily on 
line. The more people work in isolation behind 
computer monitors, the more they desire to 
gather as a group, laugh, and enjoy each other’s 
company. For all of these reasons, the signifi cant 
replacement of face-to-face meetings with virtual 
ones is not a trend that Corbin Ball sees now – or 
expects to see in the future: “There’s no such thing 
as a virtual beer.” ●
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hundreds of publications. 
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