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Inspired by research showing a shift towards younger professionals entering the events 
industry, QHotels launched the Event Profs Panel, bringing bookers and organisers with 
less than five years’ experience together, to help shape the future of the industry.  

In the first of a series of round table events, panel members from 10 companies across the UK 
shared their opinions on the industry’s big issues, which QHotels hopes will now encourage wider 
discussion and debate across the industry.

Two events were held at QHotels’ The Stratford in August 2016 – one for events agency profs and 
the other for corporate in-house event profs.

THE ROUND TABLES

“I’m heading up a new, young 
team so it’s important for 
me to be involved to discuss 
how we want to shape the 
industry.” 

Bethany Matthewson,
Absolute Corporate Events

“I organise approximately 50 events 
per year and three major conferences. 
As a marketer rather than an events 
specialist, being able to organise and 
host an event has been expected of me 
in my career to date. I’ve never had 
any formal training so this is a great 
chance to meet and learn from people 
in the industry, share experiences and  
challenges and identify opportunities to 
collaborate in the future.”

Christopher Whelan, PwC
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THE NEED TO TACKLE  
PERCEPTION PROBLEMS

Perception issues proved to be the biggest concern amongst 
panel members, who were in agreement that the industry 
suffers an image problem. They explained that this causes a 
barrier for some agencies and in-house events teams when 
it comes to recruiting the best people and can also result in 
talented and experienced professionals leaving the industry.

Negative perceptions include a career in events being 
regarded as ‘easy’ and something anyone can do.  It’s also 
felt that events is still seen as a profession for young people 
and predominantly for women. As a result some event 
professionals felt they are taken less seriously than in  
other industries.

There was the view that a degree of snobbishness about the 
events industry exists, with a number of reasons on why this 
might be.  Some thought that it was seen as a step down 
from other professions, such as law or accountancy, but also 
marketing disciplines.  

It was also agreed that events had a difficult birth as an 
industry, suffering from a glamourised, female-dominated 
view in the media. Even the panels’ family and friends didn’t 
appreciate the time and effort that goes into the industry and 
see it as being more glamorous than it really is.

CAREERS IN EVENTS

Top of event profs’ concerns was attracting and retaining talented people and 
developing a career in events, but the first job was to tackle some of the industry’s 
image issues.

“The idea of managing an event is 
the sort of job that has a stigma 
of being something you do when 
you are younger.” 

Christopher Whelan, PwC

“We are 
not party 
planners!”

Maninder Sahota,
Compleat Conference 
Company
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Panel members also highlighted the lack of understanding of 
the reality of events, which causes issues when younger team 
members aren’t prepared for the long hours and relatively 
low starting salary. 

Amongst corporate panel members it was also felt that there 
was internal scepticism for the need of an events specialist or 
role. It was only at events, and being on the floor, that their 
true value was realised. 

 

CAREERS IN EVENTS

“There’s a potential societal 
issue, with events organisers 
being viewed as ‘girls with 
wheelie suitcases’ rather than 
as CEOs or MDs.”

Chloe Hampton,
First Choice Conference & Events

MAKING CAREERS IN EVENTS  
MORE ACCESSIBLE

It was broadly agreed that more could be done to sell the 
industry to people who hadn’t previously thought of it as a 
career in order to help change perceptions.

The majority of panel members (seven of ten) ‘fell into’ 
events – only three out of 10 panel members studied an 
event-related course at university or college.  One of these 
said they chose the subject because it sounded enjoyable, 
rather than viewing it as a serious career. 

Four members with non-events and hospitality backgrounds 
were arranging events as part of another role and discovered 
a love for what they were doing; many didn’t realise it was a 
career option until they were already in an events role. 

Both agency and corporate professionals believe a career in 
events is not visible enough in schools and therefore isn’t a 
serious career option from an early age, resulting in a lack of 
understanding about what a career in events could look like.  

The cultural differences between the UK and rest of Europe 
were cited as examples here, where hospitality is very much 
seen as a career and you find older, more knowledgeable staff.

With this in mind, panel members believe more needs to be 
done by senior industry professionals to pass on knowledge 
and promote the industry as a skilled profession.

“I wouldn’t have known you could  
study events management at University 
if I hadn’t spent hours searching on 
UCAS. It just wasn’t available to me. 
The perception of running events is 
party, party, party but really there is 
much more behind all of the smoke 
and mirrors.”
Hannah Hodges, Gorkana
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INVESTING IN EXPERIENCE AND 
NURTURING TALENT

The panel agreed that on-the-job experience was more 
valuable than academic learning.

Of the three that studied events at university or college, 
all felt their courses inadequately prepared them for the 
real world, with Chloe Hampton leaving university having 
organised one event and Bethany Matthewson feeling that 
there was a degree of a false pretence about the industry, 
with no understanding of the real job. The panel questioned 
the value of a theoretical degree and associated debt. 

Whilst apprenticeships were felt to be a positive, with at least 
one person saying that if they had their time over again they 
would go down this route instead of university, there was 
a lack of knowledge of what sector-specific apprenticeships 
were available and how companies recruit. Only one of the 
panel members currently had an apprentice in their business.

On attracting and nurturing talent, all agreed that 
organisations must invest more heavily in practical experience, 
especially for younger members of staff. 

“All of us have had that moment when 
we thought, ‘hang on, I can make 
this a career’. How do we make that 
happen sooner so we don’t miss out 
on good people?”

Chris Smith, DonaldsonDavis Ltd

Access to training and education in the industry was also 
an issue for the younger generation. Whilst employers are 
supportive of the need for training, all too often it’s seen that 
more senior people benefit. 

It was also agreed that senior and successful figures in the 
industry should be doing more to talk about their experiences 
and how to progress, so that there was a more meaningful 
discussion on technical skills.

“When I  
started out, 
nobody ever 
sat down with 
me and said, 
‘here’s a five 
point plan.”

Bethany Matthewson, 
Absolute Corporate Events

“Lower down you don’t always get the 
opportunities for training and that’s 
when you are learning the most.”
Chloe Hampton, First Choice Conference & Events

CAREERS IN EVENTS
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Education at the entry level should also be more considered 
and thought-through for junior members of the team, in 
particular demystifying and explaining industry terminology.

One of the key areas missing was clear progression paths for 
people in the industry, with many admitting that they didn’t 
know “what was coming next”.

CONCLUSIONS 

The round table events raised a number of interesting 
discussions and challenges and the below questions for the 
events industry to consider:
• How can events professionals tackle traditional 

perceptions of events?
• Who is responsible for challenging perception issues?
• What needs to be done at school level to make a career 

in events more visible and appealing?
• How does the industry and universities address the gap 

between academic study and the practicalities of a role  
in events?

• What should companies be doing differently to  
nurture talent?

• What can agencies and corporates learn from one 
another when it comes to career progression?

“There are lots of sideways steps in the 
industry but not too many upwards.” 
Chloe Hampton, First Choice Conference & Events

AGENCY VS. CORPORATE  
CAREER PATHS
For agency members of the panel, it was felt that once you 
get to event manager level, you generally sit under the owner 
or operations director and, therefore, short of launching 
your own business, there is little room to progress further. 
In larger agencies the gap between reaching an account 
director level and moving onto director position was seen as 
a “massive leap, rather than the next step”.

The attendee line-up
Agency and corporate round table events were attended by: 

• Chloe Hampton, First Choice Conference & Events 
• Hannah Hodges, Gorkana
• Sophie Holtom, ArrangeMy
• Jenni Joynt, Hilti GB
• Bethany Matthewson, Absolute Corporate Events
• Maninder Sahota, Compleat Conference Company
• Chris Smith, DonaldsonDavis Ltd
• Lizzie Thomas, Brief2Event
• Barbara Vode, Porterhouse Medical Ltd
• Christopher Whelan, PwC
• Carol Hornblower, QHotels
• Kathleen Edwards, QHotels
• Claire Rowland, QHotels

This is the first report in a series of round table findings, with the next covering sustainability, technology and compliance. 

When it came to in-house corporate event roles, panel 
members felt the structured nature of being in a corporate 
environment meant they had confidence there were plenty 
of opportunities to progress and develop. Options such as 
flexible working, time in lieu and reward programmes, plus 
additional benefits such as a pension, medical cover and car 
allowance, added to overall job satisfaction.

“I spent lots of time Googling things  
so that I didn’t look stupid by asking 
the question!”
Maninder Sahota, Compleat Conference Company

CAREERS IN EVENTS




