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ABSTRACT

THE RESULTS OF CONVENTION CENTER DEVELOPMENT
IN SECOND-TIER CITIES: THREE CASE
STUDY INVESTIGATIONS

Multiple case study methodology was used to evaluate the results of
convention center development in second-tier cities. Three in-depth case
studies were conducted: the SeaGate Convention Centre, Toledo, Ohio; the
Rochester Riverside Convention Center, Rochester, New York; and the North
West Georgia trade and Convention Center, Dalton, Georgia. The goals of the
research were: (a) to better understand the results of convention center
development in smaller markets, (b) to better understand the role of the
feasibility study in the process, (c) to better understand convention center
operations and performance, (d) to better understand the process of evaluating
facility performance, and (e) to better understand how profit orientation affects
the operation and/or mission of the convention center.

Cities across the country have embraced convention center development
as a viable economic strategy for deteriorating downtowns. This researcher
investigated the results of convention center development and convention

tourism in three communities. The key findings of the research were that:



Sherie Louise Brezina

1. Feasibility studies are poor predictors of future facility event
activity and financial performance.

2. The feasibility study is viewed by key decision makers as a public
relations tool more than as a reliable source for judging probable future facility
event activity and financial performance.

3. Facilities designed and built specifically to be convention centers
were operating as civic centers, hosting mostly local public events.

4, The economic spin-off (i.e., hotels, restaurants, retail) from
convention center development was less than anticipated.

5. Economic and political pressure to be profit oriented increased
over time, changing management and marketing behavior to seek out high-
revenue-producing, typically local events, informally changing the mission from
the priority being placed on hosting convention and tradeshow events to the
priority being placed on hosting “gate events” and banquets.

6. The decision to develop a convention center had as much or more

to do with “politics” and city image enhancement as it did with economics.
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CHAPTER |
INTRODUCTION AND PROBLEM STATEMENT

Introduction

Since the end of World War I, many cities, large and small, in the United
States have been losing population as well as employment opportunities. Cities
have experienced the flight of the white middle class to the suburbs and a
decline in manufacturing employment. Retailing has followed the flow to the
suburbs and commercial strips in an effort to maximize profits. This trend has
led to a decline in city revenues and an increased burden on city support
services and other forms of relief such as welfare. The decline in population and
employment has caused economic hardship for cities in the form of lower
revenues and taxation. City revenues from both residential and commercial
property taxes, along with sales taxes, have dwindled (Fenich, 1992).

Rather than try to bring residents back from the suburbs, cities often
adopt a “what is good for business is good for the city” attitude and try to lure
business investment dollars back to the central business district. To stimulate
development/redevelopment, several urban-planning approaches have been
used, including the development of office buildings, theaters, hotels, sports

venues, and convention centers. Of the strategies employed, it is convention



centers and the conventions they host that seem to promise the most economic
payoff for the least cost.

Benefits often purported by proponents of the convention center
development theory of revitalization are that urban areas have the infrastructure
in place to support convention activities, the industry is environmentally friendly,
it provides employment for workers with low skill levels, the municipality has
control over development and operations of the facility, it can be located in
blighted areas providing renewal, and it can stimulate adjacent private
development, increasing tax revenues and economic benefits to the municipality
(Fenich, 1992). It is the development of convention centers as catalysts for city
economic development that was the focus of this research.

Over the past 20 years, economic development strategies and, in many
instances, downtown revitalization efforts for cities, counties, and states have
undertaken the development of huge multi-million-dollar comprehensive
convention centers. “A comprehensive convention center is a public assembly
facility that is designed to host meetings and exhibits under one roof. It also has
provisions for banquet, food and beverage and concession service” (Rutherford,
1990, pp. 78-79). Rutherford further defined comprehensive convention centers
as a relatively recent phenomenon, occurring in the last 30 years. Before the
1960s, most cities built multi-purpose civic centers or specific-purpose venues
for local audiences—theaters, arenas, auditoriums, stadiums, speedways, tennis
facilities, horse tracks, and so on. Growth in the number of comprehensive

convention centers in the past decade is shown in Figure 1.1.
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Figure 1.1: Projected growth of convention center facilities from 1988 to 1995.

From The Dollars and Sense of Convention Centers, by G. G. Fenich.
Unpublished doctoral dissertation, Rutgers University, 1992.

More than 400 of these large convention centers exist in the United
States (Fenich, 1992; Ghitelman, 1995; Trade Show Bureau, 1993). Growth
seems unabated as many existing facilities are adding more square feet, and
new facilities are under construction or on the drawing board in many cities. The
decision to construct these projects is fueled by increasing competition and
strong challenges to the convention, exposition, and meetings industry. The
huge capital outlay for the facilities typically is followed by decades of
commitment to operating deficits that are paid for by local and state taxes.

Nationally, convention center space has boomed over the past two
decades. In 1969, major convention centers covered 6.5 million net square feet

of space; in 1980, 11 million net square feet of space; in 1990, 17.7 million net
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square feet of space; and in 1998, 24 million net square feet of convention
space (Sanders, 1998).

The number of public convention centers continues to grow, despite
records that indicate most facilities are underutilized and lose money
(Ghitelman, 1995). Survey results from 450 facilities (Meetings and
Conventions, 1995) supported Ghitelman's contention by finding that most
facilities’ operating expenditures exceeded revenues. The study indicated that
67% of facilities had operating expenditures exceeding revenues and that 11%
more “hoped” to break even. Only 22% of the facilities operated in the “black.”
Convention centers that are underutilized and lose money can become political
liabilities, dubbed “white elephants” by critical legislators, taxpayers, and the
local press. The past decade of tightening budgets, cuts in municipal services,
and increased user fees has made it more and more difficult for many cities to
find the dollars to support these behemoth structures once they are constructed.

Convention centers generally funded by local governments and used to
generate revenue for the city, local hoteliers, and merchants became popular
civic projects in the 1960s and 1970s (Montgomery, 1995). “By the late 1960s,
most major cities either had a convention center or desperately wanted one.
After all, a center meant conventions and conventions meant visitors and money”
(Migdal, 1991, p. 78).

Historically, convention centers existed primarily to service the

community, and analysis of recent trends indicates that there is an

increasing pressure for convention centers to be profit centers. Most of

these facilities generate revenues through rental fees of exhibition and
meeting room space. Other revenue sources include food and beverage
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catering, concessions, and vending, electrical, telephone, stage

construction, lighting, plumbing, air and sound. (Montgomery, 1995, pp.

45-46)

According to Tiebal (cited in Rutherford, 1990), a challenge to the
tradeshow and exposition industry is the issue of facility profit centers.
Convention and exhibit facilities are being encouraged by their political
environments to become profit makers or at least break-even concerns, as
opposed to the conventional wisdom of the past that viewed convention and
exhibit facilities as “loss leaders” for other businesses in the community (p. 3). It
has been pointed out (Crystal, 1987, p. 50) that convention and exhibit facilities
are easy targets for politicians to point to as money losers. They then
demonstrate to their constituencies that they are being fiscally responsible by
requiring centers to break even or turn a profit.

The history and operation of convention/exposition centers in Europe are
much different compared to the United States. In Europe, building development
typically is private. The facility is an exposition “show” producer, and rental
rates are set to ensure a profit for the private business concerns. In the United
States, private development is minimal because public ownership and
subsidization by states and localities keep rental rates artificially low, making
private financing and development unlikely. In the name of economic
development, some secondary markets are further committing future taxpayer
dollars by financing the development of support facilities such as headquarter

hotels. Distinguishing between the economic benefits that the convention

centers were originally developed to generate—hotels, retail, and eating



establishments to service the convention segment of the tourist industry—and the
financial support by local and state tax dollars extracted with high political and
economic costs has become increasingly difficult.

Why, then, are local and state decision makers willing to undertake the
development of large convention centers?

Although there is very limited research directly related to the topic of
convention center development and the decision-making process public officials
can use, support for the development of a convention center often comes from
various “interest” groups.

Typically, the hospitality industry and the chamber of commerce support
convention center development to increase hotel occupancy and retail,
transportation, restaurant, and entertainment sales. From a city-revitalization
viewpoint, a convention center development may spark development of office
space and possibly residential development to downtown cores that are void of
retail significance.

Besides the promise of the infusion of dollars from convention delegates,
secondary benefits often help justify publicly-paid-for convention center
construction. Assumed benefits include:

1. More tax revenues from state and local sales taxes, hotel
occupancy/bed taxes, food and liquor taxes, cigarette taxes, personal income
taxes, and commercial property taxes.

2. New job creation in hospitality, construction, and retail industries.



3. Service-specific private business development in travel,
restaurants, party planning, seminars, florists, caterers, and so on (Rutherford,
1990).

Critics (Barranger, 1997; Mills, 1991; Peterson, cited in Ghiteiman, 1995;
Sanders, 1998; Tabak, 1994) argue that the subsidizing-at-any-cost philosophy
adopted by many cities is alarming and ask the rhetorical question: Why should
governments be in the convention center business? Some industry consultants
who generate convention center studies share these misgivings. In an interview,
David Peterson, a well-known industry consultant with a background in
economics, stated that he saw no theoretical justification for the government’s
role in the field (Ghiteiman, 1995). He stated, “If nobody had ever started
subsidizing convention centers, there wouldn’'t be any need for it. Only those
centers where there was sufficient economic demand would get built. There's no
reason to subsidize them except that everyone else does” (pp. 75-76).
Ghitelman also cited Edwin Mills, a professor of real estate at Northwestern
University’s Kellogg School in Evanston, lllinois, as doubting that the benefits of
convention centers offset the cost to taxpayers and advocating that governments
should start selling off their convention centers gradually over the next 10 to 20
years (p. 80).

In American Prospect, Barranger (1997) asserted that too many cities are
adopting the “camival city model” with its publicly-paid-for attractions
(convention centers, stadiums, riverwalks, aquariums, and sometimes casinos)

and that the market is saturated. The unpleasant side effect is that the camival



city model requires constant and expensive upgrading to remain competitive and
economically viable. To keep tourists coming back, the city must constantly
reinvent itself. Barranger used Chattanooga, Tennessee, as an example of a
carnival city model that is now continuously having to reinvent itself for the
tourists. “Although local governments try to disguise public funding for these
projects as taxes on tourists or special bond measures, inevitably money spent
on these carnival attractions is money not spent on other, more worthy public
investments” (p. 34).

The public policy decision-making process that leads to building a
convention center usually includes five stages: (a) discussion, (b) feasibility
study, (c) architectural drawings, (d) legislative approval, and (e) funding for

construction (Major Exhibit Hall Directory, 1993).

The decision to proceed with a convention center project often is highly
dependent on the findings of commissioned feasibility studies. These studies
take market, physical, and organization factors into consideration and make
estimates, projections, and forecasts as to the future success or failure of a
proposed convention center project. Although feasibility studies are routinely
undertaken to assist in the decision-making process, follow-up evaluation
research on the accuracy of feasibility-study projections and findings is scarce to
nonexistent (Sanders, 1998).

Heywood Sanders (1998) described the convention center development
process as filled with political rhetoric of advantageous economics supported by

a bulky and seemingly substantial “feasibility study.” Produced by national



consulting firms, these studies provide the rationale for more local convention
center space and the images of community benefits. According to Sanders, the
promise of thousands of new convention goers who, without a sizable
convention center, would hold their convention in another competitive city, as
well as the potential for economic improvement and new jobs, is tempting to
both public officials and the general public. Yet, the actual performance or
results of the convention center investment rarely are examined.

According to Tabak (1994), “These reports, through sheer bulk and
impressive-looking tables and charts, are clearly designed to impress the public
officials who order them. What they don't do is withstand any sort of intensive
scrutiny” (p. 28).

Many arenas, stadiums, and convention centers are built as public-works
projects that carry a year-to-year debt service and operating loss. This loss-
leader philosophy of development and operation is becoming harder and harder
to sell to a fiscally conservative public and its public representatives who voice
concern that the convention center should minimally break even in terms of
revenues to expenditures for operations (Montgomery, 1995)..

In the mid-1980s, the literature began to chronicle the change in
philosophy regarding convention center operations and finances. In an article

entitled “The Evolution of the Industry” in Meetings and Conventions, Hosansky

(1986) stated,

Taxpayers and their representatives need to be convinced that capital
outlays for convention centers will repay the investment and generate the
sort of economic activity the feasibility studies and promoters promise. It



is no longer the case that such facilities need to be loss leaders; they are
under increasing pressure to be cost effective to the point of breaking
even. (p. 57)

The building growth that was robust during the 1980s has continued into
the 1990s, despite no growth in the demand for space in the past few years and
rumors in the industry that a shake-up and downward spiral for business may be
the future (Tabak, 1994). “Simply building a convention center in most cities is
not an automatic guarantee that all the assumed benefits will immediately or
even eventually accrue. This is especially true for cities that are not considered
‘primary’ markets for conventions and meetings” (Rutherford, 1990, p. 76).

Most of the more than 200 facilities built in the past 20 years have been

constructed in secondary or even tertiary markets (Aud-Arena Stadium Guide,

1994; Tabak, 1994). Primary-market cities are those that have large, well-
designed convention centers, large inventories of first-class hotels, good
transportation, infrastructure, and an appealing city image. For this type of city,
demand for exhibit space will almost always outpace supply. However, in these
primary cities, the convention business often is just the icing on the cake for an
already booming tourist market (Tabak, 1994). According to Quinn (cited in
Rutherford, 1990), “Even the best planned convention centers in secondary
markets may suffer from the relentless construction of competitive structures
Nationwide” (p.17). Facilities that are lacking in even one of the key criteria
considered important to meeting planners (i.e., first-class hotel rooms,
transportation, distance to airport, distance from hotel to convention center,

facility design, city image, and so on) may be overlooked by major national and

10



international conventions. Facilities that cannot draw major convention business

become “white elephants® and, according to Quinn (cited in Rutherford, 1990),

an economic drain rather than providing the economic benefits discussed earlier.
According to Peterson (cited in Rutherford, 1990),
Sizing facilities in second-tier emerging cities is the most challenging
because each 100,000 square feet affords additional opportunities for
events during the peak season; consequently, the optimum building
program will yield maximum delegates per square foot, for the minimum
dollars (annual debt service and operating cost) per delegate. At some
point, additional space will yield diminishing returns, meaning the proper
size has been reached. . . . Many times the emphasis is on building all the
budget will fund or the site will hold. The exercise becomes how much

market will fit in the box, rather than how big to build the box to fit the
market requirements. (p.16)

Another concern for decision makers once the facility is built is that the
measure of a convention center’s success does not follow traditional real estate
development measures such as return on investment and operating profits. In
feasibility studies, often-used industry performance indicators such as the
number of hotel room nights generated as a result of a convention that could not
be hosted in the city without the use of the convention center; the number of
conventions hosted by the facility that are considered citywide; annual occupancy
percentage; revenue-to-expenditure ratio; size (number of delegates) and
number of conventions hosted; number of events hosted in slow or shoulder
Season; economic impact to the community based on the tourists; direct, indirect,
and induced spending in an area; number of persons employed in the tourism
iNndustry; and enhancement of city image are estimated (Lundberg, 1994;

Meetings and Conventions, various issues). However, there has been little

11



systematic research on and reporting of guidelines or standards on which public
officials can, should, or do base judgments. Convention centers often have
mission statements or operational objectives. Without any guidelines or
standards of measurement, these objectives tend to be vague and difficult to
operationalize. Research to document standards of measurement that decision
makers can use to evaluate their convention centers’ performance is needed.

One final aspect of convention center development and public policy
decision making is that, once these facilities are constructed, the commitment to
them is ongoing. The debt service may be 20 to 30 years, yet often long before
the facility is debt free, necessary renovations or additional square feet are
constructed to keep the facility competitive, which reestablishes bond debt.
Public decision makers make long-term commitments of tax dollars without the
necessary decision-making tools to evaluate those commitments in the long term.

Across the country, municipalities in large numbers, more than 150 in the
past 10 years (Fenich, 1998), have adopted the convention center development
strategy as a means of easing urban woes and sparking economic development.
At the same time, more and more pressure is being placed on these facilities to
perform financially. Does this affect the mission and objectives of the convention
center? Is the facility behaving (operating) as a convention center, or does it
more closely resemble the municipal civic centers of the past? What is the role
of the feasibility study? How accurate are feasibility projections when compared
to actual operations? Is the municipality reaping the economic rewards

anticipated by developing the convention center, or is the convention center

12
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viewed as a drain on municipal resources? How are convention center
operations evaluated? Answering these questions and discovering more about
convention center operations and how convention center performance is
evaluated by those involved in convention center decision making were the focus
of this dissertation.

The significance of this research is that there has been very little
postoperational evaluation of convention center operations, even less study of
how decision makers, public officials, and facility managers evaluate the
convention center development process and convention facility operations, and
no study of how the trend of expecting convention centers to be financially
solvent may be affecting the operations and/or mission of convention centers.
This research contributes new information regarding convention center
development strategy as a part of urban planning theory in secondary markets.
The research may also contribute to the ever-present private-versus-public
theoretical debate over the proper role of government and government

subsidization of an industry.

Problem Statement

Cities across the country have embraced convention center development
as a means of bringing in convention tourism and revitalizing deteriorating urban
cores. These facilities cost millions of taxpayer dollars, and most operate at an
annual loss to the city. Convention centers historically were built as “loss

leaders” (i.e., the economic impact generated by the new construction,

13



convention-attendee spending, and spin-off business creation would more than
make up for the yearly deficit cost to the city). Today, facilities are experiencing
increasing political pressure to break even or make a profit, regardless of the
positive economic impact that may be generated from convention center activity.
This begs the questions: Does the new trend to be profit oriented change the
nature of operations at the convention center? Is the emphasis on profit or
revenues at odds with the mission of the convention center—hosting conventions?
How is convention center performance being evaluated by public officials,
decision makers, and facility managers? The specific goals of this research
were: (a) to better understand the results of convention center development in
smaller markets, (b) to better understand the role of the feasibility study in the
process, (c) to better understand convention center operations and performance,
(d) to better understand the process of evaluating facility performance, and (e) to
better understand how profit orientation affects the operation and/or mission of
the convention center.

The research involved an in-depth multiple case study analysis of three
comprehensive convention centers chosen from a pool of approximately 20
convention centers that met the study-design criteria. Feasibility studies, industry
publications, and academic journal articles were used to identify and select the
most commonly named, discussed, estimated, and/or measured variables or
criteria used as indicators of performance pre- and postdevelopment of
convention centers. In each of the three case studies, feasibility study

projections of performance for selected criteria were compared to the actual
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convention center operating performance for these criteria once the facility was
built. Further, in each of the case studies, interviews were conducted with public
officials, decision makers, and facility managers to document how they evaluated
or assessed the operations of the convention center in meeting its intended
mission and what they believed to be the role and accuracy of the feasibility
study and the study'’s projections. Each case study documents the operating
objectives or mission of the facility and how these objectives were
operationalized and measured. Finally, this research documents whether or not
the convention center’s operating and marketing behavior was congruent with the

mission of the facility.

Objectives

The objectives of the research can be divided into two distinct areas. The
first area of inquiry involved predictive accuracy of feasibility performance
measures, and the second area of inquiry involved performance-viability
evaluation. The following questions were addressed:

Predictive accuracy of feasibility performance measures:

1. What is the predictive accuracy of performance indicators in
feasibility studies of convention centers when the estimated or projected
performance indicators are compared to actual operating data once the facility is
built and in operation?

2. Can areas of strength and weakness be identified with regard to the
predictive accuracy of performance indicators in convention center feasibility

forecasting?
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Performance viability evaluation:

3. Once the facility is constructed and in operation, how is
performance evaluated by public officials, decision makers, and building
management? (Are the feasibility estimates used as performance indicators of
success or failure of the convention center? What is viability, and how is it
measured? How knowledgeable are public officials, decision makers, and
building management about convention facility viability?)

4. Are the attitudes and expectations of facility performance by public
officials, decision makers, and facility managers congruent with the mission
statement and/or operational objectives of the convention center?

5. Does profit orientation affect the operations and/or mission of the
convention center?

Delimitations

The focus of the study was on medium-size convention centers (50,000 to
250,000 square feet of exhibit space), built in emerging or secondary (not
primary) markets. The case studies were of comprehensive convention center
projects that:

1. Developed a new (not expansion of existing) convention center (for
clear analysis and comparison of operating performance to original feasibility
study).

2. Were built after 1980. (Facilities built before this date have been or
need to be renovated or expanded to keep them competitive; building

obsolescence becomes a factor for the facility.)
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3. Had been in operation for at least 5 years. (This allows for a stable
or typical operating posture to be studied.)

4. Were publicly owned and operated. (A majority of United States
facilities are publicly owned, and the secondary data for research are easier to
obtain than is private facility information, which often is considered proprietary.)

5. Were not in a capital city (these facilities have a built-in state
association base and tend to compete for state/regional business rather than
national conventions).

6. Facility found in an emerging, not primary market. (Facility
development is built as a catalyst for economic development in an area through
visitation of tourists to a community for convention and trade show events.
Populations in the SMSA from 75,000 to 1.5 million were considered.)

7. Were medium-size facilities that had a main hall of at least 50,000
square feet, but not more than 250,000 square feet of exhibit space. (The
majority of conventions and trade shows held in this country can be
accommodated in a facility of this size.)

8. Were designated as convention centers as opposed to a multi-
complex, multi-purpose civic center, exposition center, arena, dome, or stadium
by using the term “convention center” in the official name and in
marketing/promotion.

9. The convention center cases chosen for study had the feasibility

work conducted by different consulting firms.
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Basic Assumptions

It was assumed that the firms/organizations that conducted the feasibility
analysis were selected by the government entities on the basis of their expertise,
experience, and knowledge of convention center feasibility analyses and were
paid accordingly. The assumption was also made that the firms or organizations
that conducted the feasibility analyses used the best analysis techniques
available. It was also assumed, from a thorough review of published literature,
that if any follow-up evaluations had been conducted to ascertain the accuracy of
specific analysis techniques, this information remained proprietary to the firm or
organization. The intention of this study was not to indict the integrity of or give
credibility to one firm or organization'’s feasibility study over another’s. The
purpose was to scrutinize, examine, and evaluate the predictive usefulness of
convention center feasibility analyses for public officials in the decision-making
process.

By comparing feasibility study forecasts to actual operating results, the
research was intended to identify areas of strengths and weaknesses in
feasibility forecasting for the convention center cases studied. The study findings
might indicate the need for further study and refining of feasibility-analysis

techniques used for convention center projects.

Limitations
The in-depth evaluation of individual case studies was chosen to gain

information about the predictive use of feasibility performance indicators for
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public decision makers and provide information with which to develop a model or
guidelines that public officials may want to consider in judging their convention
center’s viability once it is in operation. Theoretical propositions may follow;
however, the findings cannot be generalized to the population of convention
centers.

The research was limited to public facilities and did not address the
growing private convention center market. There are approximately 20 privately
owned facilities in the convention center size range considered here. Most of
these are operated by hotels or corporations such as Walt Disney World and
casinos.

The cases that are presented are not geographically representative of the
entire United States. The criteria used to select the case studies were developed
to make the findings as relevant and as comparable as possible for decision
makers in secondary markets who are acquiring or have acquired huge debt
obligations for convention centers that may or may not be reaping the promised
economic benefits for their communities. The screening process was as follows:

1. Identified all facilities with a main exhibit hall of 50,000 square feet
but not more than 250,000 square feet (Major Exhibit Hall Directory, 1993).

2. Screened out all facilities built before 1980, private facilities,
facilities other than convention-center designated, and those facilities in primary
markets over 1,500,000.

3. Omitted facilities built after 1993 and those that did not have 5

complete years of operating information.
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The remaining convention facilities comprised the study population. The
selection of seven cases to study was proposed before the pilot study. After the
pilot study was conducted, the cases thought to be able to be researched were
narrowed from seven to three due to cost considerations and the time required to
do in-depth case study research. The facilities chosen to be studied were in the
following cities: Toledo, Ohio; Dalton, Georgia; and Rochester, New York. The
selection of these cities was based primarily on their ease of access for the
researcher, city image not based on tourism factors, and a geographic
distribution of centers from the Midwest, the South, and the Northeast.

Major industry experts view management as one of, if not the most,
important criteria to a convention center’s performance. This researcher did not
analyze what characteristics convention center managers might share.
Rutherford (1990) systematically presented data on convention center managers’
backgrounds, their buildings, and management issues.

The focus of this study was on using multiple case study methodology to
discover more about convention center development in second-tier cities; to
discover more about the role of the feasibility study in the process; to discover
more about the operations and performance measures of convention centers; and
to discover more about how public officials, decision makers, and facility
managers evaluate the performance of the convention center. This involved
performing heretofore not-conducted follow-up evaluation on feasibility study
projections, and contributing to broad-based knowledge of how feasibility study

outcomes are used in the public decision and policy process; using primary and
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secondary data to evaluate operations, event activity, and performance of the
convention center; and interviewing public officials, decision makers, and facility
managers to ascertain how convention center performance is evaluated. An
additional, broader aim of the study was to evaluate convention center operations
and performance to see whether they followed the emerging trend of convention
centers being profit oriented, and how/whether that affected the mission of the

convention center.
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CHAPTERIII

LITERATURE REVIEW

A review of literature relating to convention center development,
operations, and public policy decisions regarding such indicated that there has
been limited direct research on the topic, but there has been very limited
research on follow-up evaluation of convention centers, no published
examination of the accuracy with which feasibility study projections mirror the
actual operating performance, and little study and documentation of what
convention center performance indicators local public officials, decision makers,
and facility managers use to evaluate the success or failure of the convention
center in meeting its operational objectives. The literature review is divided into
distinct categories to adequately cover the complexities of the research and at
the same time aid in understanding the subject. These categories are: (a) the
changing city and urban planning theory; (b) convention center development; (c)
convention center finance, management, and operations; (d) political framework

for public decision making; and (e) case study research.
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The Changing City and Urban Planning Theory

Cities have always had a plethora of financial, technical, and intellectual
resources that have made them an important factor in the history of mankind
(Gartrell, 1988). As transportation improved, cities became the hub of activity for
geographic regions and as a place where people gathered to discuss the
common good or interest. Trade associations and professional, religious, and
fraternal organizations would congregate in the cities about membership and
trading of goods (Montgomery, 1995). By the mid-1800s, these trade, religious,
professional, and fraternal associations had begun to form and congregated in
cities in North America (Gartrell, 1988). These were the beginnings of much of
the convention activity that takes place in American cities today.

The changes that have taken place in American cities have been well
documented (Urban Land Institute, 1980). Among the significant changes has
been a shift in manufacturing, out of the downtown core to outlying areas where
land and labor are cheaper (Judd, 1985; Winsberg, 1980). The shift of the
middle-class population to the suburbs and the American economy toward
services has exacerbated the problem of declining populations in cities (Frieden,
1989; Sternlieb & Hughes, 1979). Retailers have followed the movement of the
population out of the city to the suburbs and into malls offering retailers greater
profit potential (Cooper, 1979; Hummel, 1991).

Declining resident populations and loss of vital job-creating businesses
created a financial burden in the form of decreased property taxes, corporate and

business taxes, and income and sales taxes (Cooper, 1979). The financial
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problems are intensified for cities, which, unlike businesses, cannot necessarily
cut back on municipal services when tax revenues decline (Sternlieb, 1983).

Before the Reagan years and “new federalism,” the federal government
returned large sums of money to local governments in the form of grants and
revenue sources for capital and operating subsidies. This reversed under
Reagan’s administration, which put programs into place to discourage
intergovernmental transfers for local and state government capital expenditures
(Botner, 1989; Fainstein & Fainstein, 1989). Federal monies were no longer
awarded just because a city asked and was put on a waiting list, but rather the
local government had to be justified by what or how much the local government
could finance (Peterson & Forbes, 1989). Local governments, when forced to
use their own often-limited resources, placed an emphasis on those projects
deemed to offer the greatest return on investment (Bingham, Hill, & White, 1990;
Camevale, 1988; Hinds, 1991).

The economic and physical deterioration of many American cities,
neighborhoods, infrastructure, and finances is evidenced in recurring newspaper
headlines and urban journals of the late 1980s and the 1990s (Fenich, 1992).
The strategy often adopted by cities to counter these problems and stimulate new
economic activity is “what is good for business is good for the city” and includes
plans for office buildings, luxury housing, government offices, arenas, stadiums,
and convention centers (Fenich, 1992). In this vein, cities have not directed
efforts at bringing back the resident populations, but rather “the city's survival

depends upon economic vitality and it is only through investment that the city can
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raise the taxes necessary to provide both quality public services and jobs” (Judd,
1985, pp. 364-365). Thus, capital is redirected into the central city by coalitions
of businessmen and government leaders in an effort to elevate the value of the
central business district (CDB) (Holcomb & Beauregard, 1981).

The advocacy of the development of a convention center as part of urban
planning and urban revitalization was evidenced in the literature as early as
1954. Gelfand (1975) stated that convention halls were among one of the goals
of the Housing Act of 1954, catering to the business community. Holcomb and
Beauregard (1981) contended that the early urban development grants (UDAG)
were mainly hotel projects built to attract conventions and tourists to the city.

The urban plan often included transforming the image from deterioration to
vitality. Blighted areas of the city were torn down to make way for new urban
landscapes (Holcomb & Beauregard, 1981). Examples of a convention center
strategy for redevelopment of blighted areas are the Jacob Javits Convention
Center in New York City, built in an area referred to as “Hell’s Kitchen,” and New
Orleans, where an abandoned dock front was utilized (Fenich, 1992). The new
construction that follows creates the image of progress and vitality, stimulating
opportunities for new investment and consumption (Molotch, 1976).

One of these strategies, convention center development, as evidenced in
the preceding chapter, has been embraced in municipal redevelopment scenarios
across the country. These megastructures are huge, high-profile, and clearly
visible components of many redevelopment scenarios (Holcomb & Beauregard,

1981). “Various economic models contribute significant retail, transportation and
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entertainment sales to attendees and delegates at conventions, meetings and
trade shows” (Rutherford, 1990, p. 73). There has been a veritable explosion in
the building of special-purpose facilities designed to make the planning and
execution of conventions and tradeshows convenient and attractive to their
managers and attendees (Rutherford, 1990). Before 1970, most facilities were
public assemblies or civic centers that did double or triple duty as auditoriums,
basketball arenas, or hockey rinks. Many of the facilities were dark, noisy boxes,
in undesirable parts of town, and not very functional (Rutherford, 1990). Cobo
Hall in Detroit, designed and developed in the late 1960s, was the first
comprehensive convention center designed specifically to attract conventions
and tradeshows to the city (Hosansky et al., 1986).

The lure of convention tourism, and especially convention center
construction, has been the big theme of inner-city redevelopment schemes during
the last 10 years (Major, 1993). Convention centers are built in hopes of
enhancing and changing the poor image of the city (McGee, 1993).

Using a convention center as a centerpiece for revitalization, a city can
consciously try to remold its image into one of progress and prosperity by
attracting conventions and raising publicity and awareness levels.
Megastructures such as convention centers are important symbols in this new
image (Holcomb & Beauregard, 1981). The enhanced image is seldom
mentioned as being high on the priority list; economic arguments are usually
brought forth, such as increased business and sales the center will bring to the

city by bringing in convention visitors with a high propensity to spend money
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(Oppermann, 1998). According to Fakeye and Crompton (1991), visitors to a city,
while attending a convention, gain first-hand experience, which if they have never
been to the destination before may effectively change their perceptions,
enhancing the visibility and overall destination image. In a 1986 article by Curt
Schieier entitled “Comeback Cities,” of the six cities studied, all attempting to
reposition themselves in the minds of the outside world, each had included a
convention center strategy as a key ingredient in its redevelopment scheme.
With the degree of construction activity noted, cities of all sizes are
jumping on the convention center bandwagon and hoping to reap rewards
(Fenich, 1992). “Once associated with major cities, visions of economic renewal
combined with civic pride have brought convention facilities to smaller cities”
(McGuinness, 1982).
Breslow (1994) described the urban renewal and convention center boom
in bleaker language:
Desperate for a fix, with industry having long since fled, the middle class
continually flowing to the suburbs, and aid from the federal government
and state governments cut, cities are desperate for sources of economic
growth and tax revenue. Since most city residents have little spare cash,
affluent tourists are a good bet for bringing in funds. And a lucrative form
of tourism is conventions, sponsored by trade associations, professional
organizations, and membership groups. (p. 12)
Although these projects are filled with risk, civic boosters often include
powerful coalitions of backers, including business leaders, politicians,

construction trade unions, and the hotel and restaurant industries. Business and

conservative groups, who are quick to oppose spending government money for
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the poor and downtrodden, have supported public subsidies for economic
development ventures (Breslow, 1994).

Many writers have suggested that cities do not build convention centers
solely to meet demand or for economic reasons, but as a matter of civic pride
(Fenich, 1992).

Still others feel this civic pride is really a matter of staying competitive, and

without a center or stadium a city is not keeping up or is not a world class

city. . . . Thus, cities may not use financial logic alone in deciding to build a

center, and this makes it more difficult to determine whether convention

centers are an asset or a liability to their host municipalities. (Fenich,
1992, p. 35)

Convention Center Development

In studying the literature about convention center development,
operations, and public policy decisions regarding convention centers and the role
of feasibility studies in the process, most writers have come to the conclusion that
the research is, in fact, scant. Abbey and Link (1994), in reviewing the research,
concluded that research is limited on the convention industry and that the field is
ripe for new research opportunities. Much remains unstudied in the convention
segment of tourism. Research that may have been conducted is often proprietary
and/or published by private consulting firms. However, in his book The

Development and Management of Visitor Attractions, Swarbrooke (1995)

dedicated an entire chapter to the development process and the role of feasibility
studies. The adoption of Swarbrooke’s visitor-attraction definitions and
processes with regard to convention center development is both reasonable and

rational, given that his definition of development is “the construction of new
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buildings and structures for the purpose of attracting visitors” (p. 99), which is the
key motivation for developing convention facilities.

The term “feasibility” study encompasses a wide range of types of studies
that differ somewhat with respect to their purpose and content. However, the
general goal of feasibility studies is clear: to test the potential viability of the
proposed project as accurately as possible before a decision is made whether or
not to go ahead with a project. Feasibility studies may have a number of
objectives and can include any combination of the following:

1. Testing as far as possible the financial viability of the proposed
attraction, which means calculating capital and operating costs and projecting
visitor numbers and income.

2. Clarifying and refining the original concept to reconcile it with issues
such as the market and financial viability and site availability.

3. Forecasting the likely nature and size of the target market or
markets for the attraction. Whereas formulae exist for this purpose, such
forecasting cannot be described as a precise science, given the large number of
variables involved and the uniqueness of each attraction.

4 Providing support and justification for any applications for finance

for the project that may be required, such as loans and grants.

5. Helping define the optimum site in terms of size, terrain, and
accessibility.
6. Supporting planning applications to demonstrate that there is a

market for the attraction.
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7. Attracting potential sponsors, franchisees, and concessionaires who

may be required.
8. Analyzing specific operational issues such as labor availability.
9. Identifying sources of potential financial assistance.

10.  Providing useful marketing information (Swarbrooke, 1995).
According to Swarbrooke (1995), in writing on feasibility studies for
attractions,

The consideration of the feasibility study as a systematic, logical, neutral
tool for rational decision making is a fallacy. It is important to recognize
that often feasibility studies are not carried out with a high degree of
objectivity. In some cases, the study is designed to legitimize a decision
that has already been made, based on other factors such as views of
stakeholders. Furthermore, while a study should start with a clean sheet
of paper, this is rarely possible in reality. The site, project location, or
available capital may be predetermined.

Figure 2.1 is a stylized representation of the feasibility study process.

Preliminary concept — Rough concept — Market feasibility study —+ Revise concept — Identify
location and site —» Revise costs — Visitor number and spending projections — Financial
evaluation — ldentify sources of finance — Detailed design and planning, including phasing

Figure 2.1: Feasibility study process. From The Development and Management
of Visitor Attractions, by J. Swarbrooke, 1995. Oxford, Butterworth-Heinemann.
The feasibility study typically contains a market feasibility study to
determine whether a market exists for the idea or concept. Once the market is
known, site selection and possible income figures may follow to determine the
financial viability (Swarbrooke, 1995).
Feasibility studies are difficult to perform accurately, according to

Swarbrooke (1995), for a number of reasons, including:

30



1. The market is constantly changing. Consumer preferences, uncon-
trollable external factors, and government regulation all change.

2. Comparisons of attractions are difficult due to differences in
situations, making it difficult for operators to determine likely success or failure
based on comparisons.

3. The gestation period for the development of attractions is so long
that the assumptions on which the study is based relating to variables such as
interest rates, staffing, and building costs may be out of date by the time work
begins.

4, Many attractions, particularly those in the public sector, have
complex sets of objectives, some of which are contradictory. There is therefore
no simple objective such as profit against which to measure the potential
performance of a proposed attraction.

Sanders (1998), in evaluating the convention center development process
in a study of large convention center expansions, characterized the feasibility
study as bolistering the positive rhetoric of promised new jobs and economic
advancement with bulky and seemingly substantial research. These studies
provide the rationale for more local convention center space and community
benefits. Sanders (1994) also noted that:

The proposed local convention centers are technically not “feasibility

studies,” because they contain no substantive forecasts of revenues and

expenditures. However, they do sustain the arguments of the convention-

center promoters, with a remarkably similar set of arguments and
analyses. (p. 72)
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According to Sanders (1998), feasibility methodology for convention
centers is very flawed. He cited flawed examples, including one study in which
attendance estimates for a convention center were based on an increase of 65%
more space, but the feasibility study projection simply had the new space filling
with convention-goers because of the additional provision of space, not market-
demand factors. No effort is made to estimate the effect of increasing
competition between cities as more facilities are developed or on the drawing
board. Typically, only the existing facility market is considered in the market
competition, with little or no consideration given to facilities that are in the
planning stages or being developed, often within driving distance to the city
considering a new convention center. Feasibility studies, according to Sanders,
are notorious for predicting increasing convention facility demand, and they
negate any decrease in demand for other already existing facilities, city owned or
private.

“To date, limited research has been conducted in the meetings area. The
research that has been undertaken has been done by three different groups: (1)
by the industry itself through meeting associations, (2) by trade publications
within the convention field, and (3) by universities” (Abbey & Link, 1994).

Economic impact studies in travel and tourism are undertaken to determine

specific activities’ effects on the income, wealth, and employment of the

residents of a given geographic area. The studies are conducted for
cities, counties, towns, states, provinces, and nations, and for individual
facilities (e.g., museums) and events (e.g., Olympic games). They often
relate to an annual period, although seasonal and event impact studies
are not unknown. The results indicate the contribution or cost of tourism

activity to the economic well being of residents of an area, usually in
monetary terms. (Frechtling, 1994, p. 359)

32



Limited research is available on the operations or economic impact of
convention centers once they are operational. The economic impact studies that
have been conducted typically were done before the development, usually as
part of a feasibility analysis to determine the viability of developing a convention
center. In discussing costs associated with developing a convention center,
financing, cost overruns, site acquisition, operating expenses, opportunity costs,
infrastructure costs, and ongoing police, fire, and grounds maintenance costs,
Fenich (1992) stated,

Clearly the magnitude of these costs can be substantial and may be

greater and more all-encompassing than has been previously believed.

Exacerbating the impact of these costs is the fact that almost none of the

economic benefits cited in previous studies can be substantiated (through

documented empirical investigations) other than delegate expenditures,
which was studied by the International Association of Convention and

Visitor's Bureaus (IACVB) and may therefore be of lesser magnitude or

even greater magnitude than estimated. (p. 68)

According to Fenich, the problem of unsubstantiated benefits, high costs, and
voids in research leaves many questions unanswered regarding the use of
convention center developing strategy.

At the industry level, economic impact figures often are generated by the
convention center or convention bureau as a way to justify their subsidization by
tax dollars. These studies often are criticized for overstating the impact of
convention spending in the community and the multipliers employed. Fenich
supported this conclusion in saying that

Even authors whose focus was academic (Var, Cesario, & Mauser, 1985)

note the paradox that while the number of convention centers continues to

grow, convention travel has received little research attention. They go on

to say that the research has been carried out either by public relations
officers or consulting firms which do not make their findings public.
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Moreover, in large part the methods used by these organizations have
been rather ad hoc, i.e., developed for a particular purpose but lacking
general applicability. (p. 67)

Clearly, the tourism industry and the tourists who exemplify it are an
important and integral part of the economic fabric of the United States. However,
as bright as the hopes and potential of the tourism industry are, they pale when
compared to one of its sectors—the convention segment (Fenich, 1992).

Conventions and convention spending are the fastest growing segment of
the tourism industry. Conventions are a notably lucrative tourism niche for cities,
and, as might be expected, convention delegates spend more than the average
pleasure traveler. A conservative estimate would suggest that a city would need
to attract at least two tourists for every conventioneer to stimulate the same level
of economic activity (Fenich, 1992).

Using a convention center facility as the centerpiece of revitalization
creates the image of a vibrant downtown that will provide jobs, services, and
goods both day and night. It is surmised that the benefits will accrue to the city
as a whole (Holcomb & Beauregard, 1981).

Fenich (1992) capsuled the arguments that are made for using convention
center development as the centerpiece of urban revitalization this way:

Tourism and its lucrative convention subsegment have the potential to be

a significant contributor to the economic health of a municipality.

Conventions and their convention centers carry with them the possibility of

the greatest rewards with the least costs of all the possible strategies for

economic development. The industry is considered to be “smokeless” and
takes little out of the environment and, therefore, has few recognized

negative externalities. It is one of the fastest growing segments of the U.S.

economy in terms of both dollars generated and employment and, in the

latter, employs individuals with relatively unsophisticated skill levels. Also,
convention center development can become the focus of urban
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revitalization and can stimulate additional development of support services

such as hotels, restaurants, attractions, and retailing. Convention

attendees appear to prefer to hold their gatherings in urban areas, and
therefore, cities seem to have a comparative advantage over other

locations in attracting this industry. (pp. 32-33)

With the aforementioned arguments, it is little wonder that convention centers are
viewed like the white knight, arriving just in time to save the day, and cities
seeing only the good side and ignoring or not investigating their bad side, i.e.,
costs (Fenich, 1992).

Sanders (1998), in the article “Convention Center Follies,” gave
impressive evidence of large-city convention center expansion projects that have
not lived up to their projections. In Houston, the number of annual conventions
and trade show events is about one-half of the feasibility study estimates, and its
job creation no less modest. The Los Angeles Convention Center, with its recent
385,000-square-foot expansion, costing $500 million, reports that, rather than
boosting the attendance by two and one-half times, as was expected, it is
essentially doing the same level of business as was done by the smaller facility.
The Washington, D.C., facility is operating at nearly full capacity; however, only
one-third of the events it hosts are nonlocal. The convention center is hosting
significantly fewer conventions and trade shows than the feasibility study
projected. Because the center is holding fewer conventions and trade show
events, total hotel room nights are only one-fifth of what the center was projected
to generate.

In Providence, the Rhode Island Convention Center has had a similar

performance record. The center is generating just one-third the feasibility-
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projected hotel room nights. The facility is active, but with local events.
Philadelphia and Boston are both performing well below the feasibility projections
in terms of delegate attendance at conventions (convention size), and this, in
turn, generates fewer hotel room nights than projected. In Boston, which is in the
predevelopment process of a second large convention center across town, when
the current convention center closed for reconstruction and expansion, hotel
room stays rose. No significant gains in hotel room occupancy were recorded
when the convention center reopened for business. According to Sanders
(1998), there is no evidence that the Hynes Convention Center has had a
positive effect on Boston's hotel business. Sanders’s research indicated that
many of the large convention centers are filled to capacity with local events, have
fewer delegates to conventions than projected, and as a result produce far less
economic impact in terms of visitor spending and job creation than what was
projected by the feasibility study.

According to Fenich (1992),

The literature would suggest that the process used by municipalities in

making a decision to undertake a convention center strategy for

revitalization is based more on local emotions than well-structured

empirical analysis. The approach of the majority of research to date

seems to focus only on the benefits and, to a large degree, ignores the

disbenefits. This is particularly true of proprietary studies. (p. 56)

Fenich’'s (1992) research on convention centers indicated that the average
Public convention center costs about $2.5 million a year to fund, including
Operating and debt service. The average annual deficit is more than $800,000.

Fenich's study results were based on a convention center operations mail survey,

with 81 responses from a possible 333 identified convention centers (p. 127).
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Besides the staggering costs of developing a facility, and the yearly
operating deficits it generates, a third largely unaddressed cost when
implementing a convention center strategy for revitalization is opportunity
cost-that is, “the value or the next best use (or opportunity) for an economic good
or the value of that sacrificed alternative” (Samuelson, 1985). For convention
centers, this would include municipally financed housing, health care, or even
investment in tourism promotions that attract visitors other than conventioneers,
and loss of property taxes on the convention center site. Likewise, infrastructure
costs for improvements and additional fire and police protection over several
decades rarely are figured into the cost of developing a convention center

(Ghitelman, 1988).

Convention Center Finance, Management, and Operations

The fundamental role of legislatures in the development of convention
centers is that of debate and passing legislation that authorizes some specified
governmental agency within the state to build such a center. Stipulations for
finance arrangements and facility governing are usually included in the
legislation. The legislation also may provide the center with a charter that
stipulates design, construction, operation, marketing, and promotion policy
(Richter, 1989).

Although financing may be stipulated by enabling legislation, it may also
be chosen by the operating authority from among many options. The most
common forms are some form of state or municipal bond issue that relies on the

“full faith and credit” of the issuing entity to generate the stream of revenues that
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will retire the bonds and pay interest to investors. The most popular method is
the use of hotel surcharges/taxes to retire state or municipal issued bonds
(Rutherford, 1990).

In addressing management and facility operations, it is necessary to pay
attention to the concept of what the facility is supposed to do. This usually is
embodied in a mission statement that guides the selection of the management’s
activities on behalf of the owners of the facility. The policy-making board or
authority for most convention centers represents the ownership of the facility. On
behalf of the ownership, the board sets policy and direction for management to
follow. With very few exceptions, convention centers usually are owned by the
public and operated by some designated board or authority on behalf of the
taxpayers of the state, region, or municipality. The policy-making authority will
appoint (again, in various ways) an executive, managing director who may also
be called president, chief executive, managing director, or some other title that
indicates the focal point between the center operations and policy-making

authority (Rutherford, 1990).

Political Framework for Public Decision Making

In the American tradition, a great deal of attention has been paid to the
way in which decisions are made and the way in which decision-making
processes are oriented toward majority rule. It might be argued that as a polity
we have concentrated more on developing procedures for decision making than
we have on evaluating the substantive outcomes that are produced when the

procedures are implemented and effectively used (Richter, 1989).
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Richter (1989) and many other pluralism theorists have assumed that the
governmental structures and operating rules of the game are designed to achieve
this vague concept called the “public interest.” Much conflict, controversy, and
political debate have focused on the means and outcomes that add to or subtract
from the public interest.

Planners and politicians occasionally weigh out loud the distribution of
political power in the decision-making process. Decision making in tourism tends
to mirror the distribution of political influence generally (Ashford, 1976).

Richter (1989) is a political scientist who has investigated tourism policy
internationally and has identified and documented large gaps in research with
regard to policy in various tourism sectors. She has called for more subnational
research on tourism policy in the United States.

Because convention tourism and the infrastructure developed around it by
cities and states is a subsector of the broader term “tourism,” related research
and literature on tourism policy is included in this research review.

According to Richter (1989), tourism succeeds or fails largely as a function
of political and administrative action and not as a function of economic or
business expertise. Faced with a shortage of personnel with the requisite
backgrounds, governments are forced to rely on the scarcely disinterested advice
of the travel/hospitality industry.

Systematic, empirical studies are still quite rare and tend to be focused on
easily measured quantitative criteria such as arrivals, expenditures, number of

complaints, length of stay, and crime statistics. Even when whole policies of
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tourism promotion are studied, the emphasis is on efficiency rather than net
economic value. The reason, according to Richter (1989), is that it is easier to
tabulate numbers than to measure contribution or cost of a policy. In addition,
numerical studies are politically appealing in a probusiness, capitalistic nation.
Using numbers gives an aura of simplicity as well as objectivity.

Richter (1989) called for other approaches to studying tourism at the local
level. The unfashionable but ever-so-useful case study, undertaken at the local
level, is desperately needed if an appropriate data base is to emerge. Such
studies also have the heuristic advantage of being relatively inexpensive to
develop and offer the tourism/political science student a hands-on experience in
dissecting and analyzing a growing political topic in areas such as tourism and

recreational land use possibilities (Richter, 1989).

Research Methods

Rovelstad (1982) made a prima facie case that the tourism industry as a
whole makes less use of research than most other consumer-serving industries,
and much of the research it does undertake does not employ the most modern
technologies. Rovelstad was referring to applied research, which, by his
definition, is research with the purpose of assisting management decision
making, and it is done only if it is expected that the economic benefits will more
than offset the research costs.

Most of the research related to tourism facilities in the United States is in
the private domain and therefore is not publicly reported. A variety of techniques

currently are used to analyze the feasibility of specific sites for prospective
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hotels, restaurants, resorts, and similar facilities, which have high initial capital
costs. Many are proprietary and largely confidential. Work on applications
employing regression analysis and several site-specific and regional variables
continues with some success (Rovelstad, 1982).

Beaman and Meis (1994) suggested that, for tourism research to be
effective, a mix of both applied and basic social science research is needed.
Although the dividing line between these two types of research is by no means
always clear, they can be differentiated by purpose. Applied research aids in
solving real-world problems, whereas basic research enhances our knowledge of
a phenomenon.

Methods and specific techniques emerge from the approach selected.
Typically, participant observation or field research and in-depth interviewing have
commonly been associated with the qualitative approach, and surveys and
experiments usually are quantitative.

A term often associated with methods is “triangulation.” It is possible to
combine the methods within an approach or to combine both qualitative and
quantitative methods within a positivist paradigm. Reichardt and Cook (1979)
suggested that combining methods is useful, particularly in evaluation, because a
variety of needs requires a variety of methods. One method can build upon
another, and methods have biases, so multiple methods can give more valid and
reliable information. Examples of studies combining methods include
Brandenburg et al.’s (1982) study of why people adopt recreation activities,

Glyptis's (1985) study concerning attitudes toward women and sports, Samdahl’s
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(1988) study of the meaning of leisure, Glancey’s (1986, 1988) studies of an
adult softball team and of the play-world of auctions, Howe and Keller's (1988)
study of the evaluation of therapeutic recreation symposia (Henderson, 1990),

and Fenich'’s (1992) study of the dollars and cents of convention centers.

Case Study Research

Case study research is a comprehensive research strategy (Stoecker,
1991). Itis an all-encompassing method, with the logic and design incorporating
specific approaches to data collection and analysis (Yin, 1994). “The technical
definition of a case study is an empirical inquiry that (1) investigates a
contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context, especially when (2) the
boundaries between the phenomenon and context are not clearly evident” (Yin,
1994, p. 13).

The case study is a separate research study that may or may not include
observation (Clark et al., 1998). The approach requires its own research design,
dependent on the questions the researcher seeks to answer. Problems with the
case study often concern where to begin and where to end the case being
analyzed (Clark et al., 1998). As a general guide, regardless of the complexity of
the problem or process, once the issue or problem area is defined, the
parameters of the unit of analysis, the case study should be clear (Clark et al.,
1998).

Case study strategy should not be confused with qualitative research (see
Schwartz & Jacobs, 1979; Strauss & Corbin, 1990; Van Maanen, 1988). A further

note is that some researchers have delineated between quantitative research and
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qualitative research, based on a different philosophy (Guba & Lincoln, 1989;
Sechest, 1991; Smith & Heshusius, 1986).

An example of generalizations drawn from a case study is Richter’s (1994)
study of the 1982 World's Fair in Knoxville, Tennessee.

This revealed severe political problems which arose because of the speed

at which the infrastructure was developed and which led the host

community to be caught up in an inflationary spiral and housing squeeze
which resulted from this development. A message perhaps for host cities

seeking these large mega events. (Clark et al., 1998, p. 102)

Case studies can be single or multiple case study design, depending on
the reason the subject was chosen and how much external validity is necessary.
Single case studies work well for testing an already well formulated theory, or
studying a unique phenomenon. Multiple case studies, whereby a number of
case studies are investigated, may prove valuable in comparing and contrasting
findings (Clark et al., 1998).

One cannot generalize from a case study in the same way one can from a
statistical analysis. However, one can “test” theories already existing through a
comparison of the results of the study, and the results of that comparison can
strengthen the validity of the theories, help identify other cases, refine theory, or
contribute to falsifying the theory (Clark et al., 1998).

Problems often associated with the case study include lack of rigor of case
study research and sloppy work on the part of the investigator, allowing more
room for investigator bias. These problems also occur in experimental research

and survey research (Rosenthal, 1966; Sudman & Bradburn, 1982); however,

they may occur with more frequency in case studies (Yin, 1994). Further, case
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studies do not allow for scientific generalizations (Kennedy, 1976; Yin, 1994).
Also, case studies often take a long time and result in massive, cumbersome
documents (Yin, 1994). Finally, case studies are very difficult to carry out. The
necessary skills for doing good case studies have not been defined (Hoaglin,
Light, McPeek, Mosteller, & Stoto, 1982).

Yin's (1994) Case Study Research guides researchers in search of using
the case study as a rigorous method of research. This revised edition further
clarifies, through examples, the critical role of theory, both in designing the case
study and in generalizing from cases. The use of triangulation as a rationale for
multiple sources of evidence is advocated. The first edition of Yin's book (1984)
received attention from those doing social and psychological investigations,
evaluation research, and public policy studies, as well as business management
and international studies. The use of the case study as a research tool in
business schools developed. An appreciation of the complexity of organizational
phenomena for which the case study method may be the most appropriate
research method was recognized. According to Yin (1994), the case study is a
preferred method when the “how” and “why” questions are being posed by the
investigator, the investigator has little control over events, and when the
investigation focuses on a contemporary phenomenon within some real life
context. These are explanatory case studies. Descriptive and exploratory case
studies also are useful. Regardless of the type of case study, investigators must
exercise great care in designing and conducting case studies to overcome the

traditional criticisms of the method (Yin, 1994).
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Summary

The literature review documented an explosion in convention center
development over the past 30 years on the part of cities across the nation, as
part of an urban development strategy to revive deteriorating downtown cores.
Various economic models attribute significant economic impact to convention
center development and convention tourism. Other authors have suggested that
convention center development is more about civic pride than economics.

The review of literature indicated a lack of research with regard to
convention center development. The industry’s reliance on feasibility studies
without follow-up evaluation of their findings points to multimillion-dollar decisions
being made by community decision makers with little assurance as to the
accuracy of the performance projections. Limited research on convention center
operations is available, with most operations research the domain of private
consulting firms. Little or no research is available on follow-up performance
evaluations of convention center projects. Large gaps exist in subnational
tourism research, with the convention segment in dire need of both applied and
basic research. Multiple case study analysis as a research methodology is a
defensible choice for the study and explanation of convention center

development, performance, and evaluation.
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CHAPTER Il

METHODS

As part of public policy making, public officials/decision makers across the
country have developed convention centers as urban and economic revitalization
approaches, commissioning feasibility studies to assist them in deciding whether
or not to build multimillion-dollar comprehensive convention center projects.
These megastructures cost millions of dollars, and in recent years have been
under increasing political pressure to be profit oriented. This profit orientation or
minimally break-even philosophy of operation has created a dilemma for the
facilities because, historically, convention centers, in an effort to market the
facility, have subsidized convention activity through low-rental-rate structures that
did not cover the operating expenses of the facility.

The intention of this research was to gain a better understanding of the
results of convention center development (and the role of the feasibility study in
the process), convention center operations and profit orientation, and how
convention center performance is evaluated. The methods employed include
using primary and secondary data to investigate the feasibility study process,
documenting feasibility study projections and comparing them to actual operating

performance at the convention center, and using secondary data to compile and
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document facility operating performance and event activity. In addition,
interviews with decision makers, public officials, and facility managers were
conducted to obtain information on how facility performance was evaluated. The

method of choice was case study investigation.

Research Design

Case study research designs have not been codified. Unlike other
research strategies, the potential “catalogue” of research designs for case
studies has yet to be developed (Yin, 1994). In Case Study Research, Design
and Method, Yin (1984, 1994) prescribed a basic set of research designs for
doing single and multiple case studies to help investigators design more rigorous
and methodologically sound case studies. The five key components of a
research design that are especially important are: (a) the study’s questions; (b)
its propositions, if any; (c) its unit(s) of analysis; (d) the logic linking the data to
the propositions; and (e) the criteria for interpreting the findings (Yin, 1994). In
this study, the researcher used Yin's model of methodology to the extent possible
in the research design.

Case study designs fall into four types: single case (holistic), single case
(embedded), multiple case (holistic design), and multiple case (embedded
design) (Yin, 1994). The research design for this study was an explanatory, as
opposed to exploratory or descriptive, multiple-case study.

The evidence from multiple cases is considered to be more compelling

thian that from a single case study, which typically is chosen for its rare or

urusual nature. In multiple-case research, each case serves a specific purpose
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within the overall scope of inquiry. One considers the multiple cases as one
would consider multiple experiments—that is, to follow replication logic.
Replication logic in multiple case studies calls for each case to be carefully
selected so that it either: (a) predicts similar results (a literal replication) or (b)
produces contrary results but for predictable reasons (a theoretical replication)
- (Yin, 1994).
An important step in all these replication procedures is the development of
a rich theoretical framework. The framework needs to state the conditions
under which a particular phenomenon is likely to be found (a literal
replication) as well as the conditions when it is not likely to be found (a
theoretical replication). The theoretical framework later becomes the
vehicle for generalizing to new cases. (Yin, 1994, p. 46)
An illustration, adopted from the research of Yin, Bateman, and Moore
(cited in Yin, 1984) for this research, is found in Figure 3.1. The initial steps
consist of theory development, case selection, and the definition of specific
measures. Each individual case study consists of a “whole” study, in which
convergent evidence is sought regarding the facts and conclusions for the case;
each case’s conclusions are then considered to be the information needing
replication by other individual cases. Both the individual cases and the multiple
case results were the focus of the report. Each separate case indicates how and
why a proposition was demonstrated (or not demonstrated). Across cases, the

report indicates the extent of the replication logic and why certain cases have

predicted results and other cases have contrary results (Yin, 1994).
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Study Questions

The heart of the case study method protocol is the study questions. The
characteristics of the case study questions differ from those of the survey
interview in two ways. The main purpose of the questions is to keep the
investigator on track as data collection proceeds. The questions form the
structure of inquiry and are not intended to be used as literal questions to be
asked of interviewees. Each question is accompanied by a list of probable ; =
sources of evidence. Sources may include individual interviews, documents, or i
observations. Empty “table shells” also may be included to help the investigator
identify exactly what data are sought, to ensure that parallel information is
collected at the different sites, and to aid in understanding what is to be done with
the data once they are collected (Yin, 1994).

The researcher sought to find answers to the following questions from
case study investigations of public convention center projects.

Research Question 1: How close are the feasibility study estimates of
key performance measures to the actual operating results?

Sources of data:

1. Convention facility director.

2. Convention center feasibility study.

3. Convention facility records of annual performance measures.
Strategies:

1. Create a table and compare feasibility projections/estimates of

occupancy, event usage by size and type, revenues, expenditures, debt-service

subsidies, and other contractual arrangements to a typical year of operation.
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2. Analyze interview responses to performance-measure section ltems
8a, 8b, and 9:

Item 8a: How important are the findings of the feasibility study in the
development of convention facilities?

Item 8b: In your opinion, on a scale of 1 to 10, with 1 being Not accurate

at all to 10 being Extremely accurate, how would you rate the estimates/
projections given in feasibility-analysis studies for convention centers?

Explain.

Item 9: Has the [city name] convention center’s operating performance
closely resembled the feasibility-study estimates of the facility’s potential
for performance? Explain.

Research Question 2: How has the development of the convention
center contributed to downtown economic development?

Sources of data:
1. Community information—-newspaper, city and county planning

documents, Chamber of Commerce information and annual reports.

2. Planning and economic development reports and documents.
3. Interview responses to Items 5a, 5b, and 6a.
Strategies:
1. Compare downtown area/activity pre and post convention center

development in central business district and/or in proximity to convention center.
2. Number of new and/or lost businesses reported from chamber, city
planners, convention management, and interviewees.
3. Number/types of new buildings or businesses surrounding the

convention center.
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4 Review economic indicators of area’s economic health—-number of
jobs, number of businesses, number of convention-quality hotels, number of
restaurants, tax base, economic development, and/or chamber annual business
reports.

Research Question 3: Are the attitudes and expectations for facility

performance of public officials, decision makers, and facility

managers compatible with the mission statement and/or operating
objectives of the convention center?
Sources of data:

1. Interview responses to ltems 2a, 3, 4, 10a, and 10b:

Item 2a: In your opinion, what is the mission or objective of the
convention center?

Item 3: On a scale of 1 to 10, with 1 being Does not meet the mission or
objectives at all and 10 being Totally meets the mission or objectives of the
center, how do you rate the convention center?

Item 4: What specific standards of measurement do you use to evaluate
the operating performance of the convention center?

Item 10a: On a scale of 1 to 10, with 1 being Extremely unsuccessful and
10 being Extremely successful, how would you rate the operating
performance of the convention center? Explain.

Item 10b: In evaluating convention center performance, what do you
consider the determinants of success for convention center operation and
development?

2. Convention center/legislative-body documents regarding mission

statement/objectives.
Strategies:
1. Compare the interview responses to questions regarding the

mission or objectives to questions or standards of measurement and questions of
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success or failure of development against the formal mission statement and/or
objectives.

2. Analyze stated mission/objectives to operation and marketing
practices, evidencing congruency or not.

Research Question 4: How do public officials, decision makers, and

facility management evaluate operating performance of the
convention center?

Sources of data:
1. Industry publications.
2. Convention center feasibility studies.
3. Review of literature, secondary data sodrces.
4. Interview responses to item 4:

Item 4: What specific standards of measurement do you use to evaluate
the operating performance of the convention center?

Strategies:

1. Document interviewees’ responses to performance questions with
regard to the convention center.

2. Compare interviewees'’ responses to industry publication literature
and feasibility study performance measures.

3. Analyze interviewees' evaluations of facility performance in relation
to accepted industry standards.

Research Question 5: What are the determinants of success for

convention center operation and development according to public
officials, decision makers, and facility management?
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Sources of data:
1. Interview responses to Items 7, 10a, 10b, and 11:

item 7: Knowing what you know today, what, if anything, might be done
differently in the development or operation of the convention center?

Explain.

Item 10a: On a scale of 1 to 10, with 1 being Extremely unsuccessful and
10 being Extremely successful, how would you rate the operating
performance of the convention center? Explain.

Item 10b: In evaluating convention center performance, what do you
consider the determinants of success for convention center operation and
development?

Item 11: Please discuss anything else you think is important to [city name]
convention center development and operation with regard to operating
performance or economic development.

2. Industry articles and publications on current industry practices of
performance.

3. Literature review, secondary data from convention center studies.

4, Content analysis of local newspaper coverage of convention center.
Strategies:

1. Document the responses to Items 10a and 10b regarding success

or failure and explanation given for rating.
2. Relate responses to ltems 7 and 11 and 10a and 10b, looking for
evidence of congruency and logic.
Research Question 6: Have the mission and objectives of the
convention center changed over time?
Sources of data:

1. Interview responses to Item 2b:



Item 2b: Has the mission or objectives of the convention center changed

over time?
2 Convention facility internal records.
3. Legislative body, city, and county documents.
4, Convention center annual reports (if available).
Strategies:
1. Document actual formal changes by statement and explanation.
2 Document informal changes re: interviews.
3. Document and analyze differences in responses to questions by

position or relationship to convention center.
4, Analyze marketing and operation practices in relation to mission
and objectives.
Research Question 7: How positive or negative do public officials,
decision makers, and facility management believe public opinion is
regarding the success or failure of the convention center?
Sources of data:
1. Interviewees’ responses to ltem 6b:
Item 6b: On a scale of 1 to 10, with 1 being Extremely negative and 10
being Extremely positive, how positive or negative is public opinion
regarding the convention center’s performance?
2. Content analysis of local newspaper-article coverage of the
convention center.
3. Any previously conducted public opinion survey regarding the
convention center.

4, Results of any initiatives, voting on referendums, or elected

legislative body positions regarding facility operation or development.
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Strategies:

1. Document explanations of the interviewees’ perceptions of
convention center development and how those relate to their perceptions of
public opinion regarding convention center development and/or operation.

2. A rating system for the content analysis (+++ (3) extremely positive,
++ (2) very positive, + (1) positive, (0) neutral, - (-1) negative, — (-2) very
negative, — (-3) extremely negative) was used to categorize newspaper print
about the convention center. This analysis of content was subjectively judged by
observation of the newspaper headline and the main content of the article. The
analysis consisted of as many articles as were available in the study time frame
(10 to 15 years of information). The results of the content analysis were then
plotted on a time-series trend line documenting the positive/negative nature of
reporting to the public about the project over time.

3. Observation by story type or topic also was analyzed, i.e.,
marketing, finances, budget, and so on.

Research Question 8: How similar or dissimilar are more recent (late

1980s to 1990s) feasibility studies of convention center projects to

the feasibility studies conducted for these cases?
Sources of data: Current (1988-1998) feasibility studies from various consulting
firms, obtained through inter-library loan.
Strategies:

1. Prepare a checklist/table to compare current scope, content,
utilization, and financial estimate/projection techniques with past studies used in

this research.



2. Compare the process and methods used in the more current studies
with those of the older feasibility studies used in this research.
3. Document the difference between past feasibility studies for

convention center projects and current feasibility studies.

Study Propositions

The study propositions in the case study direct attention to something that
should be examined within the scope of the study. Propositions are more than
the “how” and “why" queries reflected in the research questions. They reflect
what should be studied, what important theoretical issues the study addresses
and suggesting where to look for evidence. The following propositions were the
underpinnings of this study and are followed by an explanation of how and where
the evidence to analyze these propositions was found.

Proposition 1. The linkage between what the feasibility study estimates of
performance projected prior to convention center development and actual post-
development operating performance is weak. The data and analysis of Research
Question 1 were used to support or refute Proposition 1.

Research Question 1: How close are the feasibility study estimates of key
performance measures to the actual operating results?

Proposition 2. The positive or negative perceptions that community
decision makers, public officials, and facility management have regarding the
convention center development have very little to do with the convention center’'s
post-development operating performance. The data and analysis of Research
Questions 1, 2, 5, and 7 were used to support or refute Proposition 2.

Research Question 1: How close are the feasibility study estimates of key
performance measures to the actual operating results?
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Research Question 2: How has the development of the convention center
contributed to downtown economic development?

Research Question 5: What are the determinants of success for
convention center operation and development according to public officials,
decision makers, and facility management?

Research Question 7: How positive or negative do public officials, decision
makers, and facility management believe public opinion is regarding the
success or failure of the convention center?

Proposition 3. The attitudes and expectations of facility perfdrmance by
public officials, decision makers, and facility management are incompatible with
the mission statement and/or operational objectives of the convention center.
The data and analysis of Research Questions 3, 4, and 5 were used to support or
refute Proposition 3.

Research Question 3: Are the attitudes and expectations for facility

performance of public officials, decision makers, and facility managers

compatible with the mission statement and/or operating objectives of the
convention center?

Research Question 4. How do public officials, decision makers, and facility
management evaluate operating performance of the convention center?

Research Question 5: What are the determinants of success for

convention center operation and development according to public officials,

decision makers, and facility management?

Proposition 4. The development and operation of convention facilities in
secondary or tertiary markets are fraught with posto<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>