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COST ANALYSIS

A common English saying “you have to spend 
money to make money” rings completely true. 
Whether it is investing in staff learning and 
development or building relationships, there are 
costs and risks associated with doing business.

This magazine considered long and hard before 
dedicating this issue to a challenging topic like 
procurement during Asia’s peak tradeshow 
season. Traditionally, overarching topics like 
incentive destinations or luxury travel may bring 
trade magazines like ours more advertising 
revenue. 

Risks heightened further when we decided 
to introduce a novel concept of inviting guest 
editors from the business events industry to 
be a part of each issue, instead of appointing 
a full-time one. We received calls questioning 
the absence of an editor, and attracted 
naysayers from the more conservative sections 
of the industry who subtly challenged our 
unconventional methods. 

We took the criticisms in our stride, kept calm 
and carried on. We are so proud to have kept to 
our commitment of producing an issue focused 
on a topic that needs better communications 
and education. 

The business events industry morphs 
continuously and the magazine is very fortunate 
to be part of this journey. Besides experiencing 

top destination familiarisation programmes, we 
learnt heaps from attending conferences like 
the Association of Corporate Travel Executives 
(ACTE) Global Travel Conference in Hong Kong 
and the Professional Convention Management 
Association (PCMA) GloPro Asia Pacific Workshop 
in Melbourne. Starwood Hotels and Resorts 
Worldwide gave Biz Events Asia inaugural access 
to its 2015 Asia Pacific Customer Advisory Board 
meeting held in Xian, China.

What we have learnt and presented in this issue 
is the importance of transparent discussions 
on cost management best practices, and how 
investing in tools can help with the creation of 
solid team strategies. Leveraging on the opinions 
and feedback of loyal and qualified customers is 
key to creating formidable business strategies. 
As a company, Biz Events Asia draws inspiration 
from these knowledge and uses feedback (both 
positive and negative) to fuel the passion for what 
we do. We will take leaps of faith to continuously 
innovate. As we have learnt from our rebranding 
efforts in February, greater results come from 
having the ability to change and not by doing the 
same things over and over again.

A big thank you to guest editor Josephine Lim 
of Preferred Hotels & Resorts for her editorial 
contributions in #TheProcurementIssue article 
(page 20). We respect how she remained impartial 
throughout the article by giving buyers, sellers and 
intermediaries fair representation. We hope you 
enjoy this issue.
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#The Procurement Issue

FINDING SOLUTIONS 
THROUGH OFFLINE 
CONVERSATIONS 

UNCOVERING MUCH NEEDED 
CONVERSATIONS IN THE STRATEGIC 

PROCUREMENT OF BUSINESS EVENTS

CULTIVATING THE ART OF 
PROCUREMENT
The anticipation of the corporate travel 
tender season gives new meaning to 
negotiation and forecasting skills while 
being edged with feelings of anxiety 
each year. It also brings hoteliers the 
challenge of managing communications 
and balancing business agenda from 
global and regional offices right 
down to the level of hotel operations. 
Buyers, sellers and intermediaries like 
travel management companies (TMC) 
have almost perfected the strategic 
sourcing of flights, transport hire 
and accommodation for individual 
corporate travellers. Global connectivity 
capabilities and sophisticated booking 
engines created by leading TMCs such 
as American Express Travel, BCD Travel 
and Carlson Wagonlit Travel (CWT) assist 
in transparent tracking of production. 

All parties are confidently vocal about 
resolving compliance and production 
challenges during individual meetings 
and conferences. One of which is 
the Association of Corporate Travel 
Executives (ACTE) Global Travel 
Conference held at the Grand Hyatt Hong 
Kong in August 2015. The conference 

has a track record of continuously 
discussing and resolving current and 
new challenges. For example, airbnb 
was invited to a discussion panel at the 
conference, where delegates cited the 
greater role sharing economy disruptors 
played in corporate travel. “We need to 
be aware and prepare.” 

The conference was a success, 
according to Greeley Koch, executive 
director of ACTE. He also said that 
balance is the key to a successful travel 
programme in this unique market (Asia). 
More coverage of the ACTE conference 
can be found in the Delve into Hong 
Kong section (page 46) in this issue of 
Biz Events Asia.
 
But, when it comes to meetings and 
events, the art of corporate travel 
procurement and the unique needs of 
strategic meetings management (SMM), 
programmes require further alignment. 
It is much harder to find a solution 
when this need for re-alignment is 
also blanketed by an overlay of strict 
company public relations protocols, 
forcing a gap between the perceived 
fair detail Request for Proposal (RFP) 
process and actual business needs. 

21
OCT 2015

20-27 The Procurement Issue.indd   21 27/9/15   4:43 pm



22
OCT 2015

#The Procurement Issue

THE DIFFERENCE IN 
PROCURING CORPORATE 
TRAVEL AND EVENTS
Often, the corporate travel procurement 
and SMM teams are not in the same 
department. Corporate travel mainly 
deals with individual travellers where 
it is easier to mandate, track and 
forecast. Travel needs tend to be based 
on proximity to customer or local office 
locations. Once the travel programme 
is implemented, travel bookers can be 
made up of actual travellers, executive 
assistants, or travel management 
companies. Preferred rates mostly apply 
to only individual travellers and not  
group travel.

The person who manages the SMM 
programme within an organisation is 
often required to have professional event 
management experience. Group travel 
and event requirements, along with the 
range of suppliers needed, are different 
for each event. And for some industries 
like pharmaceutical, the number of 
events held in a year are determined by 
the time which a company launches a 
new medication. These unpredictable 

Some sellers, especially a sales or 
account manager new to the industry 
or account, do not understand the 
purpose of the SMM mandate. These 
sales managers may seem more eager 
to convert a sale than to understand and 
deliver on the SMM requirements. 

There seems to be a false perception 
that SMM is implemented for the sake 
of control and savings. This is because 
planners responsible for the SMM 
programme expect venues and hotels 
to support the mandate through driving 
compliance. For example, hotels are 
expected to inform the SMM team when 
a booker from their organisation has 
contacted the hotel directly instead of 
using dedicated channels like Cvent or 
Lanyon Solutions. However, it is difficult 
for the hotel when the bookers expect 
a quotation within the next few hours. 
Redirecting them back to the SMM team 
may jeopardise business opportunities, 
especially in destinations with a dense 
hotel portfolio such as Bangkok. 

It was explained to Biz Events Asia 
that SMM is implemented as a 

elements make it close to impossible 
to apply the same procurement 
practices of corporate travel to 
business events.  

THE PREFERRED LIST
The preferred list of hotels is often 
determined by the needs of corporate 
travel. Resorts and hotels located 
outside the proximity of travel 
requirements are not included on this 
list unless they are willing to offer a 
rate without production expectations. 
Non-accommodation event venues 
like convention centres, will not be 
included. The events team is expected 
to use preferred hotels first. However, 
some events may require bookers to 
use a non-preferred venue or hotel, 
where bookers must then submit a 
justification for approval. Depending 
on the complexity of the event, some 
requests will take a longer time to 
be approved and run the risk of the 
space being taken up. This dilemma 
is often faced by bookers during 
the peak period or in destinations 
where quality venues are scarce. The 
events team often receive requests 
from hotels to be added onto the 
preferred list. Often, a hotel is not 
accepted onto the list because the 
organisation may not require enough 
use of it for events. Non-preferred 
hotels do not get the first opportunity 
to quote for a business, or get a 
chance to understand a client’s SMM 
programme requirements; this then 
creates the doubt that non-preferred 
hotels are capable of delivering on the 
mandate. 

For this reason, organisations start 
to procure a separate and specific 
Meetings Hotel Programme.

LACK OF SMM PROGRAMME 
UNDERSTANDING
Biz Events Asia understands from 
Sally (not her real name), an Asia-
based event director of a global 
corporation, that SMM is widely 
implemented in Asia. The SMM policy 
clearly states buyer requirements, 
from indemnity clauses and fair 
cancellation periods within contractual 
terms to the finer details like signage 
(especially for the media-sensitive 
finance and banking industry). 

2222
OCT 2015

20-27 The Procurement Issue.indd   22 27/9/15   4:43 pm



23
OCT 2015

savings, mitigate risks and track 
quality reporting. When a location is 
deemed unsafe, companies use these 
systems to see if their employees are 
there and provide immediate support 
and evacuation. Events that are not 
compliant to the SMM programme 
will not be picked up by the systems 
and safety of the delegates could be 
compromised. The SMM team will 
be responsible should the untoward 
happen, and not the sellers. 

RESTRICTED ACCESS
Biz Events Asia recently attended a 
conference where some procurement 
managers explained to the audience 
that their organisations are not 
in a position to be entertained by 
sellers because of their Anti-Bribery 
and Corruption (ABC) policies. This 
means that sellers can only meet 
buyers at their offices. They can no 
longer accept an invitation to a hotel 
site inspection or showcase (often 

includes dinners, giveaways and lucky 
draws). All invitations received by the 
bookers should be forwarded to the 
organisation’s legal team, so as to 
prevent incurring disciplinary actions 
as a result of perceived breach of the 
ABC policy. Some organisations pay 
for their own travel arrangements and 
hotel stays, should companies need to 
assess a product prior to selecting it. 
They also cannot accept complimentary 
upgrades or meals. Preferred sellers 
that send the invitation knowing it is a 
breach of policy will be warned. Repeat 
offenders will be taken off the preferred 
list. Non-preferred sellers may not get 
the chance to meet the buyers. 

In the name of transparency and equity, 
it is fair that organisations are putting 
these restrictions so that bookers 
cannot demand personal benefits 
before or after awarding the business 
to a seller. Hotels can also save on 
entertainment expenses. Using systems 
to channel through business leads 
seems like a best business practice. But 
does this mean the hospitality business 
is now just a game of numbers? 

CHALLENGES HINDERING 
THE RFP PROCESS
The objective of the Request for 
Proposal (RFP) process is supposed to 
narrow down the selection across the 
preferred list of appropriate vendors 
and service providers based on a pre-
determined set of guidelines and budget 
parameters. What should seemingly be 
a straightforward process of “ticking 
the boxes” is more often fraught with 
a myriad of impediments, resulting in 
a lengthy and somewhat angst-ridden 
time of the business calendar year 
where all parties involved consider a 
necessary evil to serve the greater good.

“If businesses keep discounting, 
the industry will exploit labour and 
the environment in order to stay 
sustainable.”

CHANDRAN NAIR
Founder and CEO
Global Institute for Tomorrow 
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FROM THE SELLERS’ PERSPECTIVE:

 Limited inventory or unable to match specific 
requirements of the RFP but need to ensure that 
RFP submission is noted to be considered for future 
invitations to quote, or for ad hoc / second-tier 
business segments.

 Rate sensitivity – companies are very price-sensitive 
and often only look at the bottom line without 
considering the options of value-add components 
for the RFP. How does one put a price or explain the 
service standards?

Biased negative review from an isolated incident, 
resulting in the vendor not being invited to tender for 
subsequent RFPs.

 Unmatched expectations of terms & conditions 
governing issues like cancellation policies, 
commission, deposit requirements, etc.

CHALLENGES THAT 
HINDER THE EVENT 
PROCUREMENT 
PROCESS 

#The Procurement Issue
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FROM THE BUYERS’ PERSPECTIVE:

 The proposal submitted by the seller is not fully 

compliant with the requirements in the brief 

document provided in the RFP tender. Pertinent 

information (i.e. room specifications, quantity or date/

time) is excluded, while unsolicited items  

are not. 

 The rates quoted in the proposal are either not 

competitive or do not fall within the specified budget 

range. Vendors tend to assume that there is always 

room and/or time for negotiation, and do not want to 

commit their best rates in the formal submission.

 Tardiness in the submission of RFPs, either due 

to time differences or internal delays in obtaining 

approval from superiors to submit proposed rate 

tiers.

 Budget “black hole” – When it comes to meetings and 

events, planning budgets can be a very frustrating 

process as there may be unforeseen circumstances 

to be taken into account. The million-dollar question 

is: how much should one set aside for contingencies?

Circumstantial situations caused by natural disasters 

and political instability that blow up into unrest may 

be transient but can become the deciding factor 

of whether an event or meeting takes place as 

scheduled.

 Systems gap – Asia-based organisations are 

currently using tools created outside of Asia. An 

ongoing challenge is the system’s ability to convert 

different currencies used in the Asia Pacific region 

to the organisation’s trading currency. This means 

that planners have to work with fluctuating exchange 

rates and hope that there is little or no variance to the 

set event budget when converted back to the trading 

currency. It was mentioned at the ACTE conference 

that systems content in Asia needs to improve to cope 

with offline businesses such as budget airlines in 

India and non-accommodation venue spaces.

FROM THE INTERMEDIARIES’ (EVENT 
MANAGEMENT COMPANY) PERSPECTIVE:

 No rate parity. Sellers fail to see the importance 

of maintaining the same rates across multiple 

distribution channels to ensure an even playing field. 

Having rate parity protects a hotel’s relationships 

with its partners, as no channel is being favoured 

over another. 

 The issue of rate parity will in turn affect 

commissionable rates, forcing service providers to 

either add on a premium to cover payment for their 

services, resulting in a less attractive price structure 

when pitted against competitors.

Accommodating and managing cross-cultural 

communications between the client (corporate 

buyers) and the seller. Within Asia Pacific, business 

practices and idiosyncrasies vary. With large chain 

hotels, this is less prevalent as there is a standard 

code of practice in place that is part of the company’s 

brand standards. Independent hotels, convention 

centres or small chains may have more autonomy 

and creativity to fulfil the RFP requirements, but they 

are often governed by their own cultural or business 

practices. These intermediary service providers 

often have to buffer these differences between these 

parties, which can be very time-consuming on a  

daily basis. 
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BEST PRACTICES IN SMM

POLICY
Don’t assume a non-mandated policy is ineffective. 
SMM programmes can still achieve high levels of 
compliance by creating a beneficial process and 
communicating effectively.

APPROVAL
Make sure the approval process is 
straightforward and timelines are set 
for responding. This will avoid hold-ups 
with busy executives.

STRATEGY
Don’t have a rigid programme 
that doesn’t evolve and 
adjust accordingly when your 
organisation’s priorities change.

REGISTRATION
Make the registration process 
as quick and as user-friendly 
as possible to avoid putting 
people off.

POSSIBLE SOLUTIONS TO  
THE GAP
Some hotel chains have set up a 
master services agreement (MSA) 
with procurement managers, allowing 
buyers and sellers to sign off on a 
blanket terms and conditions that 
protect the business interests of both 
parties. From the pricing perspective, 
hotels are offering discounts and 
value-adds instead of fixed rates, so the 
MSA allows the hotel to pitch for the 
business while yielding fluctuating rates 
according to business levels.

Another possible solution is to have 
the manager of the SMM programme 
sit within the procurement team 
with lesser operational duties. These 
managers could possibly have a say 
on the preferred list, or alternatively, 
create a preferred list for SMM.

Further education could be 
conducted between sellers, appointed 
intermediaries and buyers (especially 
MICE hotels) on the SMM policies. 
Training and development departments 
of hotels could be involved in this 
process to ensure such education is 
not only limited to the sales teams, but 
also the rooms, operations and food and 
beverage departments.

#The Procurement Issue
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as recommended by Pacific World
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SOURCING/
PROCUREMENT
Understand that different 
types of meetings and 
events require different 
approaches to purchasing 
and customise your 
strategy to ensure 
appropriate products and 
services are available.

TECHNOLOGY
Use technology to link all the 
other SMM best practices 
together but don’t assume it 
will be the ultimate solution. 
Technology is just one piece 
of the SMM puzzle.

DATA ANALYSIS/REPORTING
Demonstrate the programme’s value through 
regular reports showing progress in terms of 
savings and attendee satisfaction.

PAYMENT/EXPENSE 
RECONCILLATION
To help gain buy-in for the SMM programme, 
implement a solution that streamlines the 
payment process for meeting planners.

The market could consider allowing 
the use of Asia-created solutions (like 
software and systems) that are sensitive 
to the region’s business needs, such as 
language and relevant content as well 
as currency conversion. Using tools 
created in Asia to solve their challenges 
could further value-add to overall global 
strategies. 

Finally, with the ABC policy and other 
transparent policies that organisations 
have introduced for the betterment of 
business efficiency, there should be 
allowance given to business partners 
(like hotel and venues) to express their 
already diminishing unique selling 
points. The business events industry 
should be safe, but fun and motivating. 

At his opening address at the ACTE 
conference, Chandran Nair, founder 
and CEO of Global Institute for 
Tomorrow, said the current economic 
model is built around an intrinsically 
flawed principle. He encouraged the 
audience to stop asking for discounts, 
as there is a cost to everything. What 
we save now in costs becomes a 
lack of payment for someone else. 
For example, low-cost airlines led 
the increase in travel frequency and 
as the result sees the environment 
paying for it through increased 
fuel consumption and pollution. If 
businesses keep discounting, the 
industry will exploit labour and 
the environment in order to stay 
sustainable. 

Some procurement 
managers explained 
to the audience that 
their organisations are 
not in a position to be 
entertained by sellers 
because of their Anti-
Bribery and Corruption 
(ABC) policies.

27
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  BIZ EVENTS ASIA VISITS THE GATEWAY OF TWO 

HISTORIC SILK ROADS IN CHINA TO UNCOVER NEW 

WAYS OF DEVELOPING TEAM STRATEGIES.  XIAN & CHENGDU
#Del

veInt
o

WORDS
: EL KWANG 

38
OCT 2015

The Terracotta Warriors, 
The Emperor QinShiHuang’s Mausoleum Site Museum
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Chengdu shu brocade and embroidery museum 

Niccolo by Marco Polo Chengdu

FLOW ONTO CHENGDU FOR MORE 

HISTORICAL DISCOVERIES THAT CAN CREATE 

TEAM BONDING. 

THE SOUTHERN 

SILK ROAD 

Chengdu, the capital of Sichuan, is 

known for the Dujiangyan irrigation 

system, built in 256 BC that over 

5,300 sq km of land still relies on 

today. This system makes Sichuan 

the most productive agricultural 

place in China. First-time visitors 

may notice the laid back attitude of 

the Sichuan people, which stems 

from the bountiful harvest and 

reduced disaster risk since the 

implementation of the irrigation 

system. 

A visit to the Chengdu Shu Brocade 

and Embroidery Museum allows 

delegates to learn about the 

Southern Silk Road leading from 

Chengdu to Myanmar, Thailand, 

India, Central Asia and Europe. 

The Southern Silk Road, though 

lesser known, started more than 

200 years before the famous 

Northern Silk Road. China’s 

4,000-year-old sericulture can be 

traced back to the ancestors in 

Sichuan. The English-speaking 

guide at the museum can take 

delegates through a series of 

items that showcase the evolution 

of art forms and culture through 

historic patterns used in the 

brocades. Let delegates spend 

time observing the laborious work 

of two masters on an authentic old 

brocade machine and the intricacy 

of embroidery. 

No visit to Chengdu is complete 

without feeling warm and fuzzy 

after a day at the Chengdu 

Research Base of Giant Panda 

Breeding. The educational 

research base is a spacious park 

#DelveInto
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with several enclosures where 

guests can see red and giant 

pandas, and be thrilled by a panda 

nursery and museum.

HOTELS APLENTY
Opened earlier this year, the Niccolo 
by Marco Polo Chengdu prides 

itself as a contemporary modern-

chic hotel. Its name was inspired by 

Niccolo Polo, the father of Marco 

Polo and a legendary trader and 

explorer, whose explorations opened 

China to the world. The 230-room 

hotel offers 20 function rooms and 

seven private dining rooms. The 

750-sq m Niccolo Ballroom takes up 

38-45 Delve Into China.indd   44 27/9/15   11:50 am
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to 1,000 guests in a theatre-style set-up 
and 450 for a banquet event.

In July 2015, Chengdu’s Bitieshi Street 
welcomed The Temple House. The hotel 
embraces a typical Siheyuan (courtyard 
house) design blended with elements 
of modern luxury and comfort. Guests 
can expect service standards set by 
sister hotels within the Swire Hotels 
group, such as The Upper House in Hong 
Kong. The Temple House offers 493 sq 
m worth of meeting spaces. The 251-sq 
m space called The Hall is perfect for 
cocktail events of up to 200 guests or a 
banquet event for up to 150.

The St. Regis Chengdu is located 
in the heart of Chengdu’s CBD and 
within walking distance to the IFS and 
entertainment precincts like Taikoo 
Li. Since its opening, the hotel has 
successfully hosted events from the 
medical, real estate, IT and fashion 
industries. The team is set to deliver 
memorable events using spaces beyond 
the 500-sq m Aster ballroom and 
function spaces on the dedicated events 

floors. Introduce and settle the 
team into the city with a pre-
conference cocktail networking at 
Vantage XXVII, the hotel’s sky bar. 
For smaller events looking for a 
special touch, consider bringing 
the event to the Presidential Suite 
that takes up the entire 29th 
floor of the hotel. The 325-sq m 
suite offers an open-plan living 
room with stunning city views, 

perfect for a luxury product or 
fashion retail launch of 50-80 
guests. The Presidential Suite’s 
swimming pool is the ideal 
setting for an intimate sunset 
cocktail party in the summer. 
Guests can also spice up the 
evening with an authentic 
Sichuan culinary experience at 
Yan Ting, the hotel’s signature 
restaurant.

The Temple House

MI XUN Courtyard, The Temple House

Presidential Suite Swimming Pool, The St. Regis Chengdu

Presidential Suite Living Room, The St. Regis Chengdu

38-45 Delve Into China.indd   45 27/9/15   11:50 am
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BIZ EVENTS ASIA VISITS HONG KONG TO 

UNDERSTAND THE CITY’S EFFORTS IN ATTRACTING 

INTERNATIONAL EVENTS AND VISITORS.  

#DelveInto

W
OR

D
S: EL K

W
AN

G 

HONG KONG
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Hungry for 
business 

Hong Kong’s drop in visitor arrivals in 2015 
sees an undefeated marKet focused on 

exceptional visitor experience and surprises.

according to str global, the east-west 
entrepôt experienced declining revpar 
(revenue per available room) results 
in 2015. Hoteliers have been pulling 
all stops to fill revenue gaps caused 
by decreased tourist arrivals from the 
lucrative china market. this led to Hong 
Kong industry players embarking on 
everything from sales blitz to road shows 
in neighbouring markets singapore, 
Japan and Korea to attract more 
tourists.

the Hong Kong tourism board dazzled 
business events visitors with welcome 
gift packs at the airport’s arrival halls. 
aimed at enhancing visitor experience 
from June 15 to august 31 this year, the 
Hong Kong summer fun – shop eat play 
packs contained promotion vouchers and 
gifts, along with a seven-day free wifi 
pass provided by telecommunications 
company csl. the meetings and 
exhibitions Hong Kong (meHK) is also 
focused on bringing quality business 
events into the country. in June 2015, 
the city hosted two medical events – the 
international digestive disease forum 
(iddf) and the 6th World glaucoma 
congress, where the latter attracted 
more than 1,900 world-renowned opinion 
leaders. 

mervyn tham, head of sales for luxury 
hotel the upper House Hong Kong, told 
biz events asia at a recent interview 
that Hong Kong is still wonderful place 
to visit despite the business trough. 
business event visitors can experience 
a lot more of the city when they extend 
their stays. tham suggested a visit to 
tai o, a calming respite away from the 
city with fresh air completely free from 
pollution. this fishing village, which 
is still fully inhabited, is full of rich 

local culture and businesses. other 
interesting places include history-rich 
temples such as the Wong tai sin 
temple and the man mo temple, while 
foodies should not miss the bustling 
food scene along Hau fook and graham 
streets.

to stay ahead of competition in the 
underperforming market, tham said 
that the team at the upper House 
has remained focused on delivering 
quality customer service. the hotel 
has a stimulating recruitment process 

where interviewees participate in a 
team activity instead of a one-on-one 
interview, as this is where talents reveal 
their personality and ability to work in a 
team. a key service element of the upper 
House is the art of anticipation. “We don’t 
wear name tags. and by the time a guest 
needs assistance, a team member would 
have anticipated their intentions and 
approached the guest,” said tham. He 
also added the team stands out from the 
pack as priority is placed on delivering 
exceptional service and not time spent on 
endless reports and paperwork.

“Hong Kong is a wonderful mixed-
up town where we’ve got great food 
and adventure with both chinese 
and Western cultures all tied and 
incorporated into one place.” 

Mervyn ThaM

Head of sales
the upper House

#DelveInto

upper suite, the upper House
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