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1. INTRODUCTION 
 

The University of Kent is currently in the process of planning the development of a purpose-

built conference centre at Chaucer Fields on its campus in Canterbury. The proposed 

conference centre will have 150 en-suite double/twin bedrooms, a 200-seater lecture 

theatre, 15 breakout/seminar rooms and a lounge/reception area that can double as an 

exhibition space. It will be situated next to a proposed student residential development 

where 86 superior standard (small double, en-suite) student bedrooms will periodically be 

available to provide additional accommodation for the conference centre.  

 

King Sturge completed a business plan for the conference centre in February that included 

projections of potential occupancy, average room rates, market mix, revenues and profits 

for the conference centre. They included estimates of residential conference roomnights 

and achieved average room rates for residential conferences. They did not however 

undertake any detailed research into the market potential for the proposed conference 

centre to attract residential conference business.  

 

Hotel Solutions is an independent hotel consultancy partnership that specialises in 

undertaking research to assess the market potential for hotel development in UK 

destinations. In April 2011 we completed a study of the Kent hotel market for Visit Kent to 

assess the market opportunities for new hotel development across the county, including 

Canterbury. The study included a survey of hotel managers across Kent to establish current 

hotel performance and market demand. This provided us with an insight into the hotel-

accommodated residential conference market in the county.  

 

External residential conferences will be a key market for the proposed conference centre 

and will play an important role in its financial viability. The University wishes to better 

understand the market potential for the proposed conference centre to attract residential 

conference business.  In June 2011 Kent Hospitality thus commissioned Hotel Solutions to 

undertake a more detailed programme of research to provide an objective assessment of 

the potential for the conference centre to attract this market. We were also asked to 

comment on the use of a hotel brand to market the conference centre based on our 

research findings. 
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2. RESEARCH PROGRAMME 
 

Our research programme has included the following modules of research: 
 

• A review of the hotel interviews we conducted in January and February 2011 as part 

of t he K ent H otel F utures S tudy r esearch p rogramme t o a ssess t he ex tent to which 

branded hotels in the county attract residential conference business. 

 

• A telephone consultation with the Kent Conference Bureau to establish their views on 

the po tential f or the p roposed conference c entre at C haucer F ields to a ttract 

residential conference business. 

 

• Telephone c onsultations w ith Venuemasters a nd C onference C entres o f Excellence 

regarding any insight or views they can provide on the residential conference business 

that university-based hotels and residential conference centres attract. 

 

• A review of relevant market research reports on the UK conference market. We have 

reviewed the following reports: 

 
o Market Trends for Meeting and Group Accommodation Buyers 2010, 

Venuemasters 

o The British Meetings and Events Industry Survey 2010/11, CAT Publications 

o UK Events Market Trends Survey 2010, Eventia 

o EIBTM 2010 Industry Trends & Market Share Report 

o MIA Pathfinder Report, Period 4 2010 

 

• Telephone c onsultations with University departments that have been involved in  

organising conferences and events for academic associations and research councils. 

Eight University staff were interviewed – listed at Appendix 1. 

 

• A t elephone survey o f Professional Conference O rganisers (PCOs) to establish t heir 

views on Canterbury a s a d estination f or r esidential c onferences a nd t heir a bility t o 

place residential conference business at the University’s proposed conference centre. 

Conference organisers were identified from the ABPCO, Kent Conference Bureau and 

Meet England websites and through Internet searches. A total of 21 PCOs were 

interviewed – listed at Appendix 2. 
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• A t elephone survey of a ssociations that h ave previously h eld c onferences at t he 

University of K ent and o ther associations t o a ssess w hat in terest t hey m ight have i n 

holding c onferences a t the pr oposed c onference c entre. A t otal o f 1 8 associations 

were interviewed. Their detailed responses are reported at Appendix 3. 

 
• Case s tudies of c omparable hotels a nd residential c onference c entres ba sed on 

university campuses to a ssess the scale and nature of demand that they attract for 

residential conferences. The following organisations and venues were interviewed: 

 
o Warwick Conferences, University of Warwick; 

o Imago, Loughborough University;  

o The Moller Centre, Cambridge ; 

o Conference Aston ; 

o Broadview Lodge, University of East Anglia; 

o Stirling Management Centre, University of Stirling; 

o Cranfield Management Development Centre (interviewed by Hotel Solutions 

in 2 009 a s pa rt o f t he C entral Bedfordshire H otel &  V isitor Accommodation 

Futures Study) 

 

The information provided by these organisations and venues is reported at      

Appendix 4. 
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3. POTENTIAL RESIDENTIAL CONFERENCE DEMAND BY MARKET SEGMENT 
 

Our research has identified five distinct residential conference market segments: 

 

• Associations 

• Corporate 

• Public Sector 

• Training 

• Charities and Religious Bodies 

 

The following sections summarise the key findings of our research in relation to each of these 

market segments: their attractiveness for the University’s proposed conference centre; and 

the potential for the conference centre to attract residential conference business from 

each segment. 

 

3.1. Association Conferences and Meetings 

 
Our research very clearly suggests that association conferences and meetings will be the 

strongest residential conference market for the University’s proposed conference centre. 

There are three key types of association conference that should generate demand for the 

conference centre: 

 

• Large association conferences held at the University during vacation periods that 

will primarily require student accommodation but may require a number of hotel 

standard bedrooms in the conference centre for speakers, organisers and some 

delegates. 

• Medium –sized association conferences of 100-300 delegates that could be entirely 

accommodated by the conference centre. 

• Smaller association meetings and events for around 15-30 delegates that may be 

accommodated entirely in the conference centre or in student accommodation, 

with some hotel standard bedrooms for speakers and organisers. 
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The University is already well established in the large association conference market and has 

a good reputation in this field, having won a number of awards. Our research suggests that 

some large association conferences could require hotel standard bedrooms for between 50 

and 150 delegates, depending on the association and the size and purpose of the 

conference. Having hotel standard accommodation on the campus should enable the 

University to compete more strongly for such conferences. The University already attracts 

association conferences that use hotels in Canterbury city centre for speakers, organising 

committees and some delegates. Having the on-site hotel accommodation would enable it 

to retain this business. Demand from this market will be purely during vacation periods when 

the lecture rooms and student accommodation are available for large conferences. 

 

Our research also suggests that the conference centre should be able to attract medium-

sized association conferences of 100-300 delegates and smaller association meetings and 

events, particularly those that are organised by academic and research associations and 

societies that have an affinity with the University’s specialisms but also other associations. 

With a good quality on-site dedicated conference centre University departments may be 

able to attract academic associations and research councils in their fields to hold their 

conferences and meetings in Canterbury, thus helping to enhance the academic profile 

and reputation of the University. Academic association conferences are likely to be held 

primarily during vacation periods so that academics can attend. Other association 

conferences and some international academic association and research council 

conferences are more likely to be held during term times. Association conferences typically 

last for 2-3 days and require accommodation for 2-3 nights. They are generally held 

midweek, sometimes running into the weekend with a Saturday finish.  

 

Universities and campus-based conference centres have strong appeal for association 

conferences for a number of reasons: 

 

• They are able to offer large capacity conference rooms and extensive breakout and 

syndicate rooms; 

• They have the accommodation capacity in vacation periods to cater for large 

conferences, where organisers want to keep delegates together on the same site; 

• They offer good value for money – a key factor for not-for-profit organisations and 

public sector bodies that increasingly need to demonstrate that they are achieving 

best value; 
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• They have the latest AV technology and on-site technical support, which hotels 

often don’t have; 

• Their academic environment is often preferred by associations, especially academic 

and research associations; 

• Academic associations can get VAT exemption for educational conferences held at 

university venues; 

• Universities offer accommodation that is affordable for student delegates, which can 

be particularly important for academic conferences that need to attract student 

delegates to secure funding. 

 

The main criticisms of universities as conference venues are the quality of their 

accommodation and their lack of availability during term time. Association conference 

delegates now require en-suite accommodation as a minimum and are increasingly 

demanding better quality, hotel standard bedrooms. The development of the conference 

centre at Chaucer Fields would address both of these issues. A number of the professional 

conference organisers that we spoke to felt that the availability of the conference centre 

during term time would be a strong selling point as there are very few such university-based 

venues in the UK and none in the South East. 

 

Association conferences would be attractive for the proposed conference centre for a 

number of reasons: 

 

• There are a vast number of UK and international associations that hold conferences 

and meetings. 

• The association conference market is relatively stable and has not been as affected 

by the economic downturn and government cutbacks that have had such an 

impact on the corporate and public sector markets. The articles of most associations 

dictate that they have to hold an annual conference. Association conferences are 

usually self-funding through delegate fees, sponsorship and exhibitions. Delegate 

numbers have reduced for some association conferences. 

 

 

 

 



Residential Conference Market Research – Proposed Conference Centre, Chaucer Fields 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

7 
Hotel Solutions  September 2011 
 

• While some UK associations prefer London and other more central locations for their 

conferences, many rotate their conferences around the country each year. The 

University and conference centre should therefore be able to attract a fair share of 

this market each year. Canterbury’s location is not the drawback for associations 

that it is for the corporate market, although may be an issue for some associations 

that require more central locations for their conferences. 

• International association conferences rotate around different countries. The 

University and conference centre may thus be able to attract the occasional 

international association conference, particularly given its links with European 

universities. Canterbury’s accessibility from Europe via the Channel Tunnel, Ashford 

and Dover could be a selling point for attracting international association 

conferences, although such conferences usually opt to go to major cities or 

locations that are easily accessible through a major international airport. 

• Hotels do not usually compete well for association conferences as they tend to be 

more expensive and do not have the AV capabilities and support that academic 

venues can provide. 

• There are no competing university-based dedicated conference centres in the 

South East. 

• Canterbury is seen as a good location for some association conferences because of 

its appeal as an historic city and the potential for social and partner programmes in 

the city and surrounding parts of Kent and the opportunity to combine conference 

attendance with a holiday or post conference leisure stay. 

 

In terms of venue requirements, association conferences usually require: 

 

• A main conference room for plenary sessions. Room layout requirements vary from 

tiered seating to flat floor theatre-style or cabaret style. Full AV provision (increasingly 

MAC enabled) and technical support, air conditioning and full blackout are usually 

required.  

• A range of breakout rooms close to the main conference room. Up to 10 rooms 

could be required of varying sizes, possibly for up to 50 people. 

• An area for exhibitions and poster sessions, linked to the tea and coffee area and 

catering. Some association conferences can require a fairly large space, possibly for 

up 20-40 exhibitors requiring a 5-6 sq m space, and 60-100 posters, requiring a 1m 
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wide space. Some conference organisers identified a reducing requirement for 

exhibitions at association conferences.  

• Some associations will want to hold a gala dinner on-site. Others will go off-site for 

their conference dinner. 

• Some associations may want cash catering. 

• Leisure facilities are not usually vital but their availability is generally seen as a plus 

point. 

• Free Wi-Fi. 

• Free parking. 

 

In terms of accommodation requirements en-suite single rooms are usually required. Some 

delegates may bring partners or families, thus requiring double, twin or family rooms, or 

interconnecting bedrooms. A proportion of accessible bedrooms will usually be required for 

disabled delegates.  Hotel standard accommodation is usually needed for conference staff 

and speakers. Some or all delegates may also require accommodation of this standard. 

Lower-priced accommodation will be required for many association conferences, 

particularly for student delegates. 

 

The dedicated conference centres that are members of the Conference Centres of 

Excellence marketing consortium most typically attract association conferences of 100-300 

delegates. The British Meetings and Events Industry Survey (BMEIS) 2010/11 reported the 

average number of delegates for annual association conferences at 305, with the average 

for other association conferences at 119. A proportion of delegates may only attend on a 

day delegate basis, with no requirement for accommodation. 

 

Our research suggests that association conferences are usually prepared to pay 24 hour 

delegate rates of  The BMEIS reported an average 24 hour 

delegate rate of  for association conferences. Some associations may have a lower 

budget, possibly of  Association conference organisers prefer to have a 

delegate rate that is inclusive of AV and Wi-Fi provision: they do not like to have to pay for 

hidden extras that they may not have budgeted for. Some associations only require a day 

delegate rate, leaving delegates to organise their own accommodation.   
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3.2. The Public Sector Meetings Market 

 
Public sector conferences and meetings could offer some potential for the University’s 

proposed conference centre. They have similar requirements to association conferences. 

Public sector bodies will use university venues in vacation periods for large conferences 

because of their conference room and accommodation capacity and the value for money 

that they offer, which they increasingly need to demonstrate. The quality of campus 

accommodation can be an issue for public sector conferences, which will often book hotel 

accommodation for speakers, organisers and key delegates, possibly up to 40-50 rooms for 

some conferences. There may also be scope for the conference centre to attract medium-

sized public sector conferences and smaller meetings housed entirely in the conference 

centre. Public sector conferences often rotate around the country, so the University and 

conference centre should be able to attract a share of this market. Rail access can be 

important for this market. 

 

A number of conference organisers that we spoke to suggested that Canterbury would be 

a good location for some of their public sector clients. They do not perceive it to be too 

difficult to get to and the appeal of an historic city provides an added draw. Other 

organisers felt that the city was not well located for public sector clients that were looking 

for more central locations. Canterbury was seen as having potential for public sector road 

shows and regional meetings.   

 

24 hour delegate rates for public sector conferences appear to be similar to those for 

association conferences – typically around . 

 

The public sector conference market has dropped significantly in 2010 and 2011 as a result 

of the government cutbacks. Public sector conferences and meetings are still being held 

but there are far fewer of them, lead in times are much shorter and lower delegate rates 

are being sought. 
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3.3. The Corporate Meetings Market 

 
This market comprises company conferences, business-to-business events, sales meetings, 

board meetings and AGMs. Canterbury is generally seen as too peripheral a location for 

such events. The organisers of corporate conferences and meetings are generally looking 

for more central locations, such as London, the M4 and M40 corridors and the Midlands.  

 

Corporate conferences vary significantly in size, from 20 to 300-400 delegates. 4 star hotels, 

country house and golf hotels and residential conference centres are generally the 

preferred types of venue for corporate residential conferences and meetings. University 

venues are sometimes used for very large corporate conferences.  

 

The corporate residential conference market has generally been reducing over the last 10-

15 years as companies have cut back on meetings budgets, developed in-house training 

and meeting facilities and made greater use of video-conferencing technology. 

Companies are holding fewer, smaller and shorter duration conferences. The average 

duration of corporate residential conferences is now 2 nights, whereas it would have 

previously been 4 nights a few years ago. There is also a growing trend towards one day 

conferences as companies do not want their managers and staff to be away from the 

business for too long and/or are looking to save money. The recession has caused a further 

sharp decline in the corporate residential conference market. Lead in times are much 

shorter and delegate rates have reduced. There are some signs of recovery in 2011 at least 

in volume terms, with delegate rates starting to stabilise but not yet increase and lead in 

times beginning to lengthen. There are also some signs that companies are starting to reject 

London as a conference location due to the rising cost of hotel accommodation in the city 

and increasing day delegate rates. Companies are starting to recognise that they can get 

much better value from venues outside of London. 

 

Overall our research suggests that the corporate residential conference market has only 

limited potential for the University’s proposed conference centre. There may be scope for 

the conference centre to attract regional corporate conferences and road show events 

and corporate conferences that are looking for better value locations to London. The 

location of Canterbury is however likely to be a competitive drawback for the corporate 

market. 
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3.4. The Training Market 

 
Training companies and corporate training departments are generally looking for more 

central locations, particularly if they are bringing delegates from around the country. 

University-based conference and training centres are often used for training courses as they 

provide a dedicated learning environment. The reputation of university departments can 

also be a factor in the use of such venues for training purposes. Warwick Conferences, 

Conference Aston and the Cranfield Management Development Centre all do very well in 

the corporate management training course market due to the reputation of their business 

schools and their industry links. Their central locations and ease of access by car are also 

key factors behind their selection as training venues. 

 

Training courses are most typically for 15-30 delegates and last 2-3 days. The corporate and 

public sector training market reduced significantly in 2008 and 2009 but has started to 

recover since 2010 as companies have taken on new staff and undertaken training to meet 

statutory requirements. The length of training courses has generally reduced from a previous 

typical duration of 4-5 days. There are some signs of a trend towards larger training courses 

as companies seek to save money and training organisations seek to run courses more 

profitably. 

 

Our research suggests that the training market offers relatively little potential for the 

University’s proposed conference centre, due to the more peripheral location of 

Canterbury. This market generally opts for more central locations. There could be some 

scope to use the reputation and industry links of some of the University’s academic 

departments to attract training course business from relevant sectors. There may also be 

scope to target large companies within a 2-3 hour drive of Canterbury, particularly in highly 

regulated sectors that have to undertake statutory training e.g. insurance and financial 

services. 
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3.5. Charity and Religious Conferences 

 
The University is already established in this market and attracts a number of charity and 

religious conferences during vacation periods, particularly at weekends. University venues 

are usually used because of their conference room capacity and the availability of 

significant student accommodation at low cost. Seaside resorts with conference centres are 

also often used for such conferences for these reasons. These types of conference are very 

price sensitive and are unlikely to require hotel standard accommodation other than 

possibly for speakers. The conference centre is likely to be able to attract higher-rated 

demand for summer weekends from the leisure tourist markets.  

 

  



Residential Conference Market Research – Proposed Conference Centre, Chaucer Fields 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

13 
Hotel Solutions  September 2011 
 

4. THE HOTEL-ACCOMMODATED RESIDENTIAL CONFERENCE MARKET IN KENT 
 

 

Most of the branded 3 and 4 star hotels in Kent attract relatively little residential conference 

business, typically no more than 500-1,100 roomnights per year. Most hotels do not appear to 

be particularly proactive in targeting residential conferences. There are however two 4 star 

hotels that more proactively target residential conference business, including association 

conferences. One of these hotels (located in East Kent) attracted around 8,000 residential 

conference roomnights in 2010. The other attracted around 5,000 residential conference 

roomnights. 

 

The county’s hotels generally attract relatively small residential meetings and trade 

predominantly in the corporate training market. Delegate numbers are most typically 15-20 

and occasionally up to 30-50. Residential meetings most typically involve overnight stays of 1-

2 nights and occasionally 3-4 nights. The two 4 star hotels that trade more strongly in the 

residential conference market also attract some larger corporate and association 

conferences of 100+ delegates and occasionally very large conferences. One of them also 

attracts some weekend association and charity conferences. 

 
5. KEY MARKET TRENDS 
 
The key trends in the residential conference market in the UK are summarised below: 
 

• The corporate meetings market dropped sharply in 2008 and 2009 as a result of the 

recession but has slowly recovered in 2010 and 2011, at least in volume terms if not 

yet in terms of rate. 

 

• The public sector meetings market has reduced substantially since the middle of 2010 

as a result of the government cutbacks. There are no signs of recovery in this market 

at present and some indications that it could contract further. 

 
• The associations meetings market has largely held up in the last 4 years and has been 

less affected by the recession and government cutbacks. The majority of associations 

have continued to hold their annual conferences and other conference and 

meetings programmes. Delegate numbers have been down for some association 

conferences. 
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• The training market dropped sharply in 2008 and 2009 but has started to recover 

since 2010.  

 
• Residential conferences have generally become much shorter. They are now more 

typically 1-3 days, whereas previously they may have been 3-5 days. There is a trend 

towards more day conferences to save money and so that delegates do not need 

to be out of the office for too long. 

 
• Lead in times for residential conferences have become much shorter. 

 
• The residential conference market has become much more competitive in the last 4 

years and looks set to become even more competitive going forward. Hotels are 

increasingly targeting residential conference business, have improved their 

conference offer and are offering more competitive conference rates. More and 

more universities are building residential conference centres and hotels (Appendix 5). 

 
• The UK is now more competitive as a destination for international conferences due to 

the current favourable exchange rates. 

 
• Demand for weekend conferences appears to be increasing. 

 
• There is less demand for fully inclusive 24-hour delegate rates. Conference organisers 

increasingly want to purchase each element of a conference separately in order to 

save money. There is also increasing demand for day delegate rates, with 

conference organisers leaving delegates to make their own accommodation 

arrangements and pay separately for accommodation. 

 
• There is increasing demand to incorporate video conferencing, webcasts and 

blogging into residential conferences. Venues need to be able to provide facilities 

and sufficient broadband capacity to meet such requirements. 

 
•  The requirement for exhibition space for association conferences has generally been 

reducing. 

 
• There is increasing demand for cabaret style room layouts. 
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6. CANTERBURY AS A CONFERENCE DESTINATION 
 
Our research has identified the following main perceptions of Canterbury as a conference 

destination among conference organisers: 

 
• The main strength of Canterbury is seen as its historic and tourist appeal, which are 

seen as plus points for partner and social programmes and post conference leisure 

stays. 

 
• The key issue for the city is its location and accessibility. For some conference 

organisers, particularly those involved in organising association conferences, 

Canterbury is seen as not being too difficult to get to and not being too far from 

London. The high speed rail link was seen as a positive. For other conference 

organisers, especially those involved in organising corporate conferences and 

training courses, Canterbury is seen as being too off pitch and difficult to get to. 

Where organisers are looking to bring delegates together from across the county, 

Canterbury was not seen as a suitable location: more central locations are required. 

The high speed rail link does not make a difference for such conferences. The 

accessibility of Canterbury from Europe via the Channel Tunnel, Ashford and Dover 

was identified as a plus point for attracting European association conferences by a 

few conference organisers but was not generally seen as a real positive as 

international conferences are generally held in London or other major cities or 

locations close to major international airports. 

 
These findings suggest that: 

 
• The associations meetings market offers the best prospects for the University’s 

proposed conference centre. Association conferences rotate around the country so 

the University should be able to attract its fair share of this market. The location of 

Canterbury does not appear to be such an issue in this market. 

 
• The conference centre will need to be priced competitively to overcome its 

locational weaknesses and attract association and public sector conferences. 
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• The marketing strategy for corporate and training course business will need to focus 

on industry sectors that are aligned to the key specialisms of the University, for which 

the University’s reputation may be able to compensate for its location. 

 
• The marketing strategy for the conference centre should emphasise the historic city 

appeal of Canterbury. 

 
• Canterbury’s high speed rail link to London should be featured in the marketing of 

the conference centre. 

 
7. OUR ASSESSMENT OF KING STURGE’S RESIDENTIAL CONFERENCE DEMAND 

PROJECTIONS FOR THE CONFERENCE CENTRE 
 

King Sturge projected that the proposed conference centre will attract just under 8,000 

residential conference roomnights by its third operating year. This is not unreasonable given 

that: 

 

• A nearby 4 star hotel in the county is achieving this level of residential conference 

demand; 

• Residential conferences will be a key target market for the conference centre; 

• The University has a strong reputation in the association conference market and 

already attracts large association conferences during vacation periods; 

• The conference centre should be well placed to attract association conferences, 

especially academic association conferences.  

 

King Sturge suggested that the conference centre would be able to charge a 24 hour 

delegate rate  achieve a net average room rate from residential conferences 

of by its third operating year. This level of 24 hour delegate rate is broadly in line with 

the rates that association and public sector conferences are typically looking to pay at 

present.  
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8. ISSUES FOR THE DESIGN OF THE CONFERENCE CENTRE 
 

Our research has identified a number of issues that may merit further consideration in the 

design of the conference centre: 

 

• The proposed size of the lecture theatre may not be large enough at 200 seats given 

that many association conferences (which will be the key market for the conference 

centre) have delegate numbers of 250-300, possibly with additional day delegate 

attendance. A main conference room for 300-400 delegates is likely to be a more 

useful and flexible size. 

• The main conference room will need to be able to offer a range of different room 

layouts to meet the varying requirements of conferences – from tiered seating to flat 

floor theatre style and cabaret style layouts. The conference centre will also need to 

have a suitable space for conference dinners. The priority will be to have as flexible a 

flat floor space as possible, ideally with retractable tiered seating. This would also 

allow the room to be used for weddings, functions and parties. Consideration will 

need to be given to how the room can be serviced from kitchens if it is to be used for 

dining purposes. 

• The main conference room will need to have the latest AV technology, air 

conditioning, full blackout facilities and video conferencing facilities supported by 

adequate broadband capacity.  

• The conference centre will need to offer a range of breakout and syndicate rooms of 

different sizes, with some larger rooms for up to 40-50 delegates. The current plans for 

the conference centre seem to show only small syndicate rooms. Flexible spaces that 

can be partitioned off in different configurations would be best to cater for the 

varying requirements of conferences. 

• The conference centre will need to provide a large space linked to the meeting 

rooms, tea and coffee stations and food service area for exhibitions, poster sessions, 

mingling and circulation. Our research suggests that a space of at least 150 sq m will 

be required. Some conference may require even more space. Consideration could 

be given to designing the building so that temporary structures can be added if 

larger exhibition space is required. 

 

 

 



Residential Conference Market Research – Proposed Conference Centre, Chaucer Fields 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

18 
Hotel Solutions  September 2011 
 

• 150 bedrooms would seem to be sufficient, particularly if there is scope to also use 

the planned superior standard student bedrooms for larger conferences. 

• It would be worth considering offering a range of different bedroom types and 

standards to meet the varying requirements and budgets of delegates. Conference 

delegates will primarily require single occupancy. Some may bring partners and 

some may bring families. Some delegates may be prepared to share bedrooms. 

Some delegates may be prepared to pay more for higher standard bedrooms. A 

proportion of conference delegates are likely to be disabled. This suggests a need 

for: 

o Single bedrooms; 

o Double and twin bedrooms – the ideal would be to use zip & link beds to 

provide the maximum flexibility; 

o Family rooms  and/or interconnecting rooms; 

o Some accessible bedrooms; 

o Possibly some superior bedrooms. 

• The conference centre should be Wi-Fi enabled throughout. 

• The addition of wet leisure could help to attract the corporate market although the 

additional investment is unlikely to be justified purely for attracting this market. There 

could be scope for a wet leisure facility to be operated as a membership leisure club, 

thus acting as a separate profit centre. 

• Unlimited tea and coffee needs to be provided for conferences, ideally using bean-

to-cup machines. 

• Consideration will need to be given as to how the conference centre will cater for 

the needs of other guests alongside conferences. There are potential dangers in 

mixing markets. Conference delegates may not want to be mixed with tourists and 

tour groups and vice versa.  

• Consideration should be given to ensuring that the conference centre is as 

environmentally sustainable as possible to operate. 

 

  



Residential Conference Market Research – Proposed Conference Centre, Chaucer Fields 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

19 
Hotel Solutions  September 2011 
 

9. ISSUES FOR THE BRANDING OF THE CONFERENCE CENTRE 

 
Our research has picked up the following views and intelligence that could assist the 

University in deciding whether to enter into a franchise agreement to market the conference 

centre under an established national or international hotel brand: 

 

• One of the key draws for the conference centres at other university campuses (and 

other similar dedicated conferences centres) is that they offer a distraction-free, 

learning focused environment, which hotels are unable to offer. Hotel-

accommodated residential conference delegates will often be mixing with other 

hotel guests. Marketing the conference centre under a hotel brand could lose this 

key appeal.  

• Hotels appear to have less appeal for association conferences as they are often 

perceived as being more expensive and not having the AV capabilities and on-site 

technical support that dedicated conference centres and university venues provide. 

• A close association with the University is likely to have stronger appeal for academic 

association conferences than a hotel brand would. 

• An association with the University could also have stronger appeal for training courses 

for industries that have affinity with the University’s specialism’s and links with the 

University. 

• Too close an association with the University could however be counter- productive as 

conference organisers often perceives University venues to offer lower quality 

accommodation and catering and to only be available in vacation periods.  

• There could be implications for business rates if the conference centre is positioned 

more as a hotel than a residential conference centre. 

 

The University’s decision will depend on how it wants to position the conference centre 

and which markets it wishes to attract. If the focus is to be residential conferences and 

training courses then it would appear to be better to market it as a dedicated 

conference centre linked to the University (but with the University link being a secondary 

aspect of the branding). If local corporate demand and leisure markets are more of a 

priority there could be advantages to marketing it under a hotel brand. The cost of a 

franchise arrangement with a major hotel brand will also be a key factor in the 

University’s decision.
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APPENDIX 1 

UNIVERSITY STAFF INTERVIEWED 

 

Name  School/ Faculty/ Department 
 School of Engineering & Digital Arts 

 School of Engineering & Digital Arts 
 School of Mathematics, Statistics & Actuarial Science 

 School of Criminal Justice 
 School of Psychology 
 School of Psychology 

School of Pharmacy 
Student Records & Examinations Dept 
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APPENDIX 2 

PROFESSIONAL CONFERENCE ORGANISERS INTERVEWED 

 
• Connect Events 

• Origin Events 

• Choice Venues 

• Apex Conferences & Events 

• Events Plus 

• Benedict Business Resources 

• Wimpole Events Management 

• Obis 360 

• Concept Conferences 

• TFI Meeting Point 

• Archer Yates Associates 

• Janssen Cilag 

• Four Seasons Event Management 

• BPP Professional Education 

• Banks Sadler 

• The Venue Team 

• Promarta 

• Maverick Solutions 

• Principal Promotions 

• EYAS Limited 

• HG3 Conferences 
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APPENDIX 3 

ASSOCIATIONS INTERVIEWED 
Association  Conference Demand Location Criteria Type of 

Venue 
Used 

Venue 
Requirements 

Standard of 
Accom 

Reasons for 
Using 
University 
Venues 

Prices 
Paid 

Views on 
Canterbury 

Number of 
Delegates 

Duration Timing 

Natural 
Environment 
Research 
Council 

100-400  
 x 15 confs p.a. 
+ smaller meetings 
– 15-20 delegates 
+ exhibitions x 100 
people 

Mainly 1 
day 
+ some   
3-4 days 

 London – 
convenient for 
most people to 
get to 
+ Manchester, 
Birmingham, Bristol, 
Cardiff – big cities 
that are easy to 
get to by train 

University 
venues 

Tiered seating 
AV 
3-10 breakout 
rooms 
May need 
exhibition space 
 

En-suite Cost  
 

Might consider – 
don’t know it 

British Association 
of Numismatic 
Societies 

50-60 3 days/    
2 nts 

Weekend - 
Easter 
holidays 

Rotate around the 
country 

University 
venues 

Main meeting 
room 
No breakout 
rooms 
No exhibition 
space 

Student 
accom – 
delegates 
increasingly 
want hotel 
accom. 

Cost 
 

Might go back 
Relatively easy to 
get to 
Canterbury good 
for wives 

Institute of 
Actuaries 

200-400 x 100 
conferences p.a 

Mainly 1 
day + 
some 2 
day 

All year All over the 
country 
Must be accessible 
by train 

University 
venues 
Hotels 
Conference 
centres 

Main 
conference 
room - theatre 
style 
AV 
Breakout rooms 
for 50-100 
delegates 
Exhibition space 
 

Delegates 
organise their 
own accom 

 Could be of 
interest 

British 
Psychological 
Society 

Organise lots of 
conferences and 
meetings each 
year – 20-500 
delegates – 
conferences held 
at university 
venues are usually 
for 100-300 
delegates 
 

2-3 days All year All over the 
country 

University 
venues 
Hotels 
BPS 
Learning 
Centre 

Ideally tiered 
seating 
3-6 breakout 
rooms 
Exhibition space 
– 5-20 stands 
Gala dinner – at 
conference 
venue 
Leisure – a plus 
 
 

Student 
accom 
Hotel accom 
for 
conference 
staff, 
speakers and 
some 
delegates  

Good AV 
and 
technical 
support 
Academic 
environment 
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Association Conference Demand Location Criteria Type of 
Venue 
Used 

Venue 
Requirements 

Standard of 
Accom 

Reasons for 
Using 
University 
Venues 

Prices 
Paid 

Views on 
Canterbury 

Number of 
Delegates 

Duration Timing 

British Society of 
Developmental 
Biology 

Annual conference 
– usually 400-500 
delegates 

4 days Easter 
holidays – to 
allow 
academics 
to attend 

Rotate around the 
country 

University 
venues 

2 x main lecture 
theatres X 250 
seats 
Tiered seating 
preferred 
No breakout 
rooms 
Large space for 
exhibition + 
poster sessions – 
20 exhibitors 
(table top + 
stands) – 200 
posters x 1m 
space 

Student 
accom 
En-suite 
bedrooms 

Cost 
Academic 
environment 
Size of 
facilities 

Good now high 
speed rail link 
Easy to get to 
from London 
May go back if 
better accom. + 
larger exhibition 
space 

Royal Society of 
Chemistry 

Run 15-20 
conferences p.a. – 
100-150 delegates 
+ some 400-500 
delegate 
conferences 

2-3 days/ 
2-3 nts 

All year Driven by where 
organising 
committees are 
located 
Must be easy to 
get to by rail and 
road 
Need free parking 
for delegates 
arriving by car 

University 
venues 
Conference 
centres 

Tiered lecture 
theatre – for at 
least 200 – so not 
all seats are 
taken 
AV 
Aircon 
No breakout 
rooms 
Exhibition + 
poster space, 
linked to 
catering – 60-80 
posters, table 
top exhibits 
Conference 
dinner- on 
campus 
Cash catering 
Leisure –  nice to 
have 
 
 
 
 

Single occ 
En-suite 
bedrooms 
Some 
delegates 
require hotel 
accom – 
especially for 
industry-
linked 
conferences 

Value for 
money 
Tiered lecture 
theatres 
AV built in 
Affordable 
accom 

 Good links from 
London 
Not bothered 
about European 
links – 
international 
delegates fly in 
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Association Conference Demand Location Criteria Type of 
Venue 
Used 

Venue 
Requirements 

Standard of 
Accom 

Reasons for 
Using 
University 
Venues 

Prices 
Paid 

Views on 
Canterbury 

Number of 
Delegates 

Duration Timing 

Heart UK Annual conference 
– 70-100 delegates 

 End June/ 
early July 

Rotate around the 
country 

University 
venues 

Tiered seating 
preferred 
Breakout rooms – 
varying sizes 
 

Student 
accom 
Hotel accom 
for speakers, 
VIPs + some 
delegates  

Cost  
Affordable 
accom for 
medical 
students 

 Have used 
Some delegates 
found it difficult to 
get to 
Might go back 
On-site hotel 
would make 
University of Kent 
a more attractive 
venue 
 

Association of 
Language 
Learning 

Annual conference 
– 350 delegates 

 Last week of 
term before 
Easter 
holidays 

Rotate around the 
country 

University 
venues 

Main room for 
300 delegates – 
theatre style – 
tiered seating 
good 
8-10 breakout 
rooms 
Large exhibition 
area – 40 stands 
Conference 
dinner at venue 
Free Wi-Fi 
Leisure facilities 
good to have 

En-suite 
Delegates 
now wanting 
better quality 
accom 
Hotel accom 
for speakers 
and staff 
team  

Cost 
Academic 
environment 
Capacity/ 
size of 
meeting 
rooms and 
exhibition 
space 

Location not so 
good – 
attendance was 
the lowest ever – 
fewer people 
from the North  
Might use again if 
rail links have 
improved 

British Association 
of Counselling & 
Psychotherapy/ 
Association of 
University & 
College 
Counselling 
(AUCC) 

Research 
conference – 200 
delegates 
AUCC annual 
conference – 120-
130 delegates 

2-3 nts 
 
 
2 nts 

Last week in 
June 

Rotate around the 
country 
Must be accessible 
by train 

Hotels 
 
 
University 
venues 

 
 
 
Main meeting 
room – 120-130 
delegates – 
cabaret style 
4/5 breakout 
rooms 
Exhibition space 
Leisure facilities 
would be a plus 
 
 
 
 

   
 
 

Have used before  
No reason would 
not go back 
again 
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Association Conference Demand Location Criteria Type of 
Venue 
Used 

Venue 
Requirements 

Standard of 
Accom 

Reasons for 
Using 
University 
Venues 

Prices 
Paid 

Views on 
Canterbury 

Number of 
Delegates 

Duration Timing 

Universities 
Human 
Resources 

200-250 delegates 3 days/  
3 nts 

May Rotate around the 
country 

University 
venues 
Hotels 

Main meeting 
room – 250 
delegates – 
cabaret style 
Breakout rooms 
Exhibition space 
Gala dinner 
Leisure important 
 

Good 
standard – 
must be en-
suite 

As a 
universities 
association 
like to have 
part of the 
conference 
at a 
university 

Might consider 
Canterbury 
Using Ashford 
International Hotel 
in 2011 – high 
speed rail link _ 
ease of access 
from London 

Cancer 
Research UK 

Annual conference 
– 350 delegates 
1/2 other 
conference p.a. – 
60-120 delegates 

3 days/ 
2 nts 

Easter 
holidays 
 
Spring & 
Autumn – in 
term time 

Rotate around the 
country 
 
2 hr drive from 
London 

University 
venues 
 
Country 
house hotels 

Tiered seating 
Full black out 
AV support 

Good 
standard – 
must be en-
suite 

Price 
Size/ 
capacity to 
meet 
conference 
requirements 
AV + support 
Delegates 
are 
academics 
and students 
 
 

 

Used University of 
Kent in 2008 
Good location 
Accom poor 
Might use again if 
better quality 
accom. 

Careers 
Research and 
Advisory Centre 

Annual conference 
– 200 delegates 
1/2  other 
conferences p.a. – 
50-100 delegates 

3 days/  
2 nts 
 
1/2  days/ 
1 nt 

 Rotate around the 
country 

University 
venues 
 
 
Hotels 

 Student 
accom 
Single occ 
En-suite 

Nature of 
conference 
Price – need 
to keep the 
cost down 

Used University of 
Kent in 2008 
Location not so 
good 
Accom poor 
Might go back if 
better quality 
accom + good 
rate 
 

British 
Crystallographic 
Association  

Annual conference 
– 300 delegates 

3 days/ 
3 nts 

Easter 
holidays – so 
academics 
can attend 

Rotate around the 
country 

University 
venues 

Lecture theatre 
for 300 
3 breakout 
rooms x 100 
Exhibition space 
– 24 exhibitors 
Gala dinner 
 
 

Student 
accom 
En-suite 

Delegates 
are 
academics 

Used University of 
Kent in 2002 
Would go back 
Accessible 
enough 
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Association Conference Demand Location Criteria Type of 
Venue 
Used 

Venue 
Requirements 

Standard of 
Accom 

Reasons for 
Using 
University 
Venues 

Prices 
Paid 

Views on 
Canterbury 

Number of 
Delegates 

Duration Timing 

Arboricultural 
Association  

         Used University of 
Kent in 2008. 
Would not go 
back to 
Canterbury – 
delegates said it 
was too far 

Geographical 
Association 

Annual conference 
– 100 delegates 
+ smaller meetings 
– held in London 

   University 
venues 

    Unlikely to go 
back to 
Canterbury – 
want to be closer 
to London or 
more central  

Institute of Civil 
Engineers 

Annual conference 
– 100-200 
delegates 
+ lots of other 
events in the 
Institute’s building 
in London 
Regional 
conferences x 1/2 
p.a. – 150 
delegates 
 

1-3 days  City centre 
Rail access 

Hotels 
Conference 
centres 
 
 
 
 
Hotels 
University 
venues 

Theatre or 
cabaret style 
room layout 
Some breakout 
rooms 
Exhibition space 
– 5-20 stands x    
6 sq m 

Mix of 
standards to 
suit 
delegates’ 
different 
budgets 

  Unlikely to hold 
events in 
Canterbury – too 
far out on a limb – 
would go to 
Maidstone or 
Ashford if looking 
to hold a 
conference in 
Kent 

The Scientific & 
Medical Network 

3 conferences p.a.   Rotate around the 
country 

University 
venues 

    Have previously 
used University of 
Kent – would not 
use again 
 

British Society of 
Criminology 

Annual conference 
- 300-400 delegates  

  Rotate around the 
country 

University 
venues 

 Hotel 
standard 
accom 
En-suite 
Single occ 
  

University 
departments 
organise the 
conference 

 Historic city – 
attractive for 
overseas 
delegates 
Two good 
criminology depts 
at University of 
Kent 
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APPENDIX 5 

PROPOSED RESIDENTIAL CONFERENCE CENTRES AND HOTELS - UK 

UNIVERSITIES  

 

 University of Nottingham 

 
The University of Nottingham has plans to develop a £20m, 200 bedroom, 4 star hotel 

adjacent to the East Midlands Conference Centre on its main campus in Nottingham. 

The hotel will include 50 executive bedrooms, conference and meeting rooms, a gym 

and a restaurant and bar. The hotel will incorporate the latest technology to reduce its 

carbon footprint, including ground source heat technology and solar photovoltaic 

panels. It will be fully funded by the University. Construction is due to commence shortly 

with the hotel due to open in summer 2012.  

 

The hotel is intended to complement the existing facilities provided by the East Midlands 

Conference Centre and to provide accommodation for visitors to the University. It will 

also target local corporate business and tourist markets. 

 

University of Leicester 

 
The University of Leicester has announced plans to convert its unused former College Hall 

into a residential conference centre. The facility will have 117 en-suite bedrooms, a 150-

seat lecture theatre, a range of other conference and breakout rooms and dining 

facilities. The Grade II listed building, The Grove, at the rear of the site will be refurbished 

to provide hi-specification short-term accommodation for visiting academics. The centre 

will provide year-round availability for conferences. It will enhance the status of the 

University and support research and teaching activities. It will also allow the University to 

work in partnership with business and industry in line with the University’s Strategic Vision 

2015. Funding for the proposed development will come from a variety of sources 

including loans and reserves allocated for capital development. 
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University of Birmingham 

 
The University of Birmingham has unveiled plans to develop a 200-bedroom conference 

facility on its Edgbaston campus as part of a £300 m investment programme. The 

scheme is at a very early stage. If given the go ahead the plans should be realised in the 

next 5-10 years. 

 

  




