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Executive Summary: An Inflection Point for Meetings? 
THE WINDS HAVE SHIFTED IN THE MEETINGS BUSINESS:
WILL NEGATIVE CHANGES IN EXPECTATIONS FORETELL DECLINING BUSINESS RESULTS?

▪ Most planners are less optimistic than they were two months ago. This is the first time that pessimists 

outnumber optimists during any PULSE cycle since the pandemic ended. Planner optimism levels are the exact 

opposite of where they were one year ago. Regardless of concerns, planners are still booking and sourcing at the 

same level as they were one year ago, and the active sourcing pipeline is strong. 

▪ Over 60% of planners report their meetings have been impacted by the change in presidential 

administrations in the U.S. The changing economic outlook is cited most frequently as the cause. 

▪ The mood has shifted in other parts of the world too. Optimism levels have declined considerably in the 

EMEA region. APAC appears to be less affected by changing sentiment. Over 60% of EMEA planners report they 

are less likely to consider bringing groups to the U.S. because of the new U.S. administration.

▪ Attendance expectations have suddenly shifted down. Fewer planners expect more attendees this year than 

they had forecasted in October, most likely due to fewer government and international participants.

▪ Higher costs remain the biggest pain point, but business risk associated with geopolitics and weather-

related events has planners concerned.  

▪ Most organizations remain committed to the principles and practices associated with DEI, but with respect to 
sustainability, North American planners lag considerably behind the rest of the world and show little interest in trying to 
catch up.

▪ Despite the headwinds, the perceived value of face-to-face events remains strong.
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SMERF • During the month of March, Northstar Meetings Group 
distributed three separate surveys in partnership with Cvent 
to its planner databases in the following regions: Europe, 
Middle East and Africa; North America; and Asia Pacific.

• For the most part, this deck reflects the North American 
region only, with responses received from March 17 to March 
31. 

• Across all three regions, participation in the PULSE Survey was 
limited to planners only, as usual. Planners were invited to 
provide their contact information in exchange for the receipt 
of a full data report prior to public release as well as to be 
entered to win a random raffle of five $100 (or equivalent) gift 
cards.

• Overall, 901 planners globally participated in this cycle of the 
PULSE Survey.
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More Optimistic Less Optimistic No Change
Planner optimism 

levels are almost the 
exact reverse of one 

year ago.

Most planners are 
now less optimistic 
than they were two 
months ago, a first 

since the PULSE began 
tracking this metric.
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Optimism Levels for Planners Have Declined Significantly
SINCE JANUARY, PLANNER’S OUTLOOK HAS TURNED DECIDEDLY NEGATIVE.

How has your outlook for your meetings and events changed over the past two months?
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Have your meetings, events and/or travel 

programs been impacted in any way by political, 

economic or social policy changes that have 

taken place over the past two months?
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Meetings Have Been Impacted Over the Past Two Months
OVER 60% REPORT THEIR MEETINGS HAVE BEEN IMPACTED. NEARLY TWO-THIRDS CITE 

THE ECONOMIC OUTLOOK AS THE BIGGEST FACTOR, 

YesNo

Not Sure

What factors have negatively impacted your organizations' meetings, 

events and/or travel programs? (Please select all the apply)

17%

34%

35%

51%

53%

56%

65%

O T H E R

T R A D E  P O L I C I E S

S T A F F I N G  R E D U C T I O N S

T R A V E L / E V E N T  P A R T I C I P A T I O N  R E S T R I C T I O N S

S O C I A L  P O L I C Y  C H A N G E S  ( F O R  E X A M P L E ,  I M M I G R A T I O N ,  D E I ,  
C L I M A T E  C H A N G E ,  E T C . )

F U N D I N G  C U T S

T H E  E C O N O M I C  O U T L O O K

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70%

* Four of the 51 planners who 
selected other said the impact has 
been positive. Many planners cited 

fewer international attendees.

*
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Regardless of Concerns, Planners Are Still Sourcing

What is your current primary focus as it pertains to your live, in-person events?

OVER TWO-THIRDS ARE ACTIVELY BOOKING OR SOURCING CURRENTLY, 
CONSISTENT WITH PREVIOUS YEARS. 
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NEAR-TERM OR LONGER-TERM, MEETINGS ACROSS THE CALENDAR ARE BEING SOURCED.
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The Active Sourcing Pipeline Is Strong

For current events that you are now booking or actively sourcing, when is the expected 

start date (months out)? (Please select all that apply.)
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More than 110%

Between 101 and 110%
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Between 76 and 90%
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Fewer than 50%

How many in-person attendees 

do you expect this year for your 

average meetings versus your 

2024 results?

How many in-person attendees 

do you expect in 2025 for your 

average meetings versus your 

2024 results?

How many in-person attendees 

do you expect this year for your 

average meetings versus your 

2023 results?

A Drop in Attendance Expectations Impacts Planner Outlook
ATTENDANCE EXPECTATIONS HAVE SHIFTED, WITH FEWER PLANNERS EXPECTING MORE
MORE ATTENDEES THIS YEAR THAN WHAT THEY FORECASTED IN OCTOBER. 
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Why Are Face-to-Face Meetings Important Now?
THE REASONS TO MEET IN-PERSON HAVE GROWN IN IMPORTANCE TO PLANNER 
ORGANIZATIONS OVER THE PAST YEAR.

When it comes to why your organization or your clients' organizations are planning 

meetings and events, please rank the following in terms of their importance (with 1 being 

"not at all important" and 5 being "extremely important").
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CONTAGION

BUSINESS LIABILITY

WEATHER-RELATED EVENTS/NATURAL DISASTERS

DUTY OF CARE/EMERGENCY RESPONSE PLANNING

CYBERSECURITY/DATA SECURITY

AIRLINE SERVICE LEVELS

AIRLINE SAFETY

HOTEL/VENUE AVAILABILITY

GEOPOLITICAL, CULTURAL AND SOCIAL ISSUES

HOTEL/VENUE SERVICE LEVELS

BUSINESS DOWNTURN/RECESSION

AIRLINE PRICING

BUDGET CONSTRAINTS

HIGHER COSTS OF GOODS AND SERVICES
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Higher Costs Remain the Biggest Pain Point

For your future in-person events, how concerned are you about the following? Rate each on a 

scale of 1 to 5 (with 1 being “not at all concerned” and 5 being “extremely concerned”).

BUSINESS RISK RELATED TO GEOPOLITICS, WEATHER-RELATED EVENTS GROWS.
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NOT NEGOTIATING

EVENT DESIGN SUPPORT IS LACKING

VENUES SLOW TO RESPOND TO RFPS

HARD TO FIND SPACE AND DATES

STAFFING IS LACKING

CONTRACTS ARE NOT FLEXIBLE

AV COSTS HIGHER THAN EXPECTED

HIGHER ACCOMMODATION RATES

F&B HIGHER THAN EXPECTED

March '25

March '24

%
 O

F
 P

L
A

N
N

E
R

S

If you are working with hotels and venues for future meetings or events, are you experiencing 

any of these difficulties? (Select all that apply.)

F&B and Higher Room Rates Are the Biggest Headaches
PLANNERS REPORT INVENTORY, RFP RESPONSE RATES AND HOTEL STAFFING 
HAVE ALL IMPROVED SINCE LAST YEAR.



NORTH AMERICAN REGION

14%

14%

22%

37%

12%

1%

15%

13%

19%

36%

14%

2%

> THAN 8 DAYS

BETWEEN 7 AND 8 DAYS

5-6 DAYS

3-4 DAYS

1-2 DAYS

< 1 DAY

March '25

March '24

%
 O

F
 P

L
A

N
N

E
R

S

RFP Response Rates Were Good And Have Gotten Better

Generally, how quickly are hotels are responding to your RFPs currently?

MOST HOTELS ARE RESPONDING WITHIN FOUR DAYS OR LESS.
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OTHER

LESS COMMITTED TO DEI WHEN PLANNING 
EVENTS

LESS LIKELY TO INCLUDE SESSIONS ON DEI IN 
EVENT PROGRAMS

REBRANDING DEI POLICIES

MORE LIKELY TO INCLUDES SESSIONS ON DEI IN 
EVENT PROGRAMS

REVIEWING DEI POLICIES AS THEY PERTAIN TO 
EVENTS

MORE COMMITTED TO DEI WHEN PLANNING 
EVENTS

NO CHANGE
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Compared to 12 months ago, which statements best describes your position, or your clients' position, in 

relation to DEI (Diversity, Equity and Inclusion) when planning events? (Please select all that apply.)

Most Event Organizers Remain Committed to DEI
CHANGES IN GOVERNMENT POLICIES NOTWITHSTANDING, 
PLANNERS’ COMMITMENT TO THE PRINCIPLES AND PRACTICES OF INCLUSION REMAIN STRONG.



NORTH AMERICAN REGIONNorth America Lags Behind the World in Sustainability
WHILE APAC IS NOW ON PAR WITH EMEA IN ACTIVELY IMPLEMENTING SUSTAINABILITY POLICIES,
NORTH AMERICA PLANNER ORGANIZATIONS SHOW NO IMPROVEMENT SINCE LAST YEAR.

Do you or do your clients have a sustainability policy for events?
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Incentive PULSE Survey: April 2025

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

• Optimism levels for incentive travel have dropped dramatically in the past six months.

• Nearly half of planners say their programs have been negatively affected by recent changes in government, 

social and economic policies. 

• Business and economic outlooks are the current factors having the greatest impact on incentive travel 

programs. 

• Southeast Florida is the leading region for upcoming incentive travel programs. Other popular destinations 

include Northern and Southern California, and Hawaii.  

• More than half of planners will hold their next incentive trip in the United States, but interest in international 

destinations for future programs is on the rise. 

• 30 percent of planners say their 2026 incentive travel budgets will be lower than 2025 budgets. 

• Planners are using AI to streamline marketing and communications, program descriptions, and site selection, 

and to calculate ROI.
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M O R E  O P T I M I S T I C N O  C H A N G E L E S S  O P T I M I S T I C

April '25 November '24 April '24

How has your outlook for your incentive programs changed over the past six months?

Optimism Levels Plummet
THERE’S BEEN A DRAMATIC DROP IN POSITIVITY OVER THE PAST SIX MONTHS.
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Recent Policy Changes

ABOUT A QUARTER OF PLANNERS SAY THEIR PROGRAMS WERE NOT AFFECTED. 

Associations/Not for 
Profit Organization/ 
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Have your travel programs been impacted by political, economic or social policy 
changes that have taken place over the past six months?

53%

24%

14%

9%
Yes, they've been impacted
negatively

No

Not sure

Yes, they've been impacted
positively
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85%

NOT SURE/NONE OF THE ABOVE

TRAVEL/EVENT PARTICIPATION RESTRICTIONS

TRADE POLICIES

SOCIAL POLICY CHANGES ( IMMIGRATION,  DEI ,  CLIMATE 
CHANGE,  ETC.)

THE BUSINESS AND ECONOMIC OUTLOOK

April '25
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The Economic Outlook is Having a Big Impact on Programs

Thinking of recent economic, social and political changes, which factors have 

impacted your organizations' travel programs? (Please select all the apply)

MORE THAN HALF OF PLANNERS CITE TRADE AND SOCIAL POLICY CHANGES.

 

Current events are having 
a big effect on incentive 

travel.



The Opportunities:
• Destination Organizations can add a lot of value for planners

• Utilize local partners and incorporate them in the site inspection and RFP 
• Tap local intellectual capital for speakers and learning labs
• Audit your websites and the meetings section – make it easy with hotel info, floorplans, 

contacts etc. Include any specials and incentives. 
• Work with hotel partners to offer savings where possible – wifi, meeting room rentals, AV, 

parking etc. Include in RFP.
• When appropriate be prepared to provide a list of minority owned businesses and CSR 

options – planners are not able to spend the time they would like to on researching these.
• Create a services form for all planners that can go with RFP or email that clearly outlines any 

marketing, mayor welcome, signage etc the DMO can provide to client. 
• Create a planner testimonial video that meeting planner can share leading up to event to 

build excitement and drive attendance.
• If you have access to the economic impact calculator – provide the report to the client post 

event. 
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