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As attendees watch Microsoft Corp. founder Bill
Gates deliver the keynote speech at RSA Conference  
2004, Vince Wong watches the attendees. What he

sees — laptop-wielding attendees that distract their neigh-
bors with constant tapping while they struggle to balance
computers on their knees — will help him make next year’s
event just a little bit better.

As marketing director for RSA Conference, Wong is
dedicated to improving the information-security conference
each year — down to the smallest details. On-site observa-
tion is just one of seven research techniques Wong uses to
evaluate and improve the event. It’s also one reason 91 per-
cent of attendees call the conference the leading event in the
information-security industry. 

When Wong revisits his notes two months later at RSA
Conference boot camp, the yearly retreat where conference
staff deconstructs the event, he finds that other staff mem-
bers noticed the laptop problem as well. 

After a brief brainstorming session, they come up with
a simple solution they call “Laptop Lane.” For the 2005
event, the team will set up rows of tables, classroom style,
in the back of the room — complete with power strips,
wireless Internet access, and lighting, so laptop users can
type in comfort, and non-users can listen in peace. 

RSA Security Inc., an information-security technology
company, started the RSA Conference in 1992 as a humble
gathering for 50 cryptographers in Redwood City, CA, to
discuss eCommerce security. Today, the annual event attracts
more than 10,000 industry professionals, from mathemati-
cians to computer programmers to C-level executives.

The week-long event includes more than 200 educa-
tional seminars, a 140,000-square-foot exhibit hall, and the
cryptographers’ gala, where attendees toss aside their pock-
et protectors and enjoy good food and entertainment. 

In past years, RSA Conference has spent about 
8 percent of its marketing budget on research and 
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measurement. This year, it increased research spending to
more than 10 percent in order to enhance the event for
attendees, sponsors, and exhibitors.  

RSA’s main objectives for 2004 were to boost attendance
by 5 to 10 percent, expand revenue, increase speaker ratings
by 30 percent, improve overall attendee satisfaction, keep the
event on attendees’ minds throughout the year, and maintain
its status as the industry event. Its long-term goals are to help
grow the security-products’ market, broaden awareness of
security issues, and solve pressing security problems.

To accomplish these objectives, RSA enlisted the help
of Nth Degree Inc., an event-management company based
in Atlanta. Together, they implemented seven research tech-
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Discovery: Attendees are

interested in more RSA

Conference-related activities

throughout the year. 

Change: Consider 

hosting Webinars and

regional events. 

Discovery: Attendees

want more in-depth 

sessions. Current sessions

are sometimes too short.

Change: Add 70-minute

sessions, in addition to 

50-minute sessions.

Discovery: About 30 to

40 percent of attendees are

new to the conference. 

Change: Add a welcome

session for first-timers to

teach them how to utilize 

the conference.

Eureka!
Here’s what RSA Security

Inc. discovered from its

research, and the changes it

plans to make for the 2005

RSA Conference.

Research Techniques:

Competitive Analysis

Industry Research

Surveys

Customer Conversations

On-site Observation

Focus Groups

Performance Statistics

Discovery: Attendees 

want more networking

opportunities.

Change: Create “Birds of

a Feather” peer-discussion

groups.

Discovery: Many 

exhibitors are not marketing

themselves well.

Change: Add exhibitor-

awards program to reward

those who market well.

Discovery: Attendees have

trouble finding specific 

products on the show floor.

Change: List exhibitors by

product categories in the

event directory.

Discovery: Attendees 

that take notes on laptops

distract other attendees. 

Change: Create “Laptop

Lane,” a special section in

the back of the room for

laptop use.

niques: 1) a two-part competitive analysis, 2) industry
research, 3) attendee and exhibitor surveys, 4) customer
conversations, 5) on-site observation, 6) attendee and
exhibitor focus groups, and 7) performance statistics. 

Here’s a breakdown of each research technique and the
changes RSA plans for 2005. 

TECHNIQUE 1: COMPETITIVE ANALYSIS
To remain the best event in the industry, RSA has to keep
an eye on the competition. So it uses a two-part competitive
analysis: 1) It attends competitive events, and 2) It conducts
an in-depth comparative analysis. 

Wong attends at least five of the largest industry events
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each year. He participates in show activities, visits seminars,
and walks the exhibit-hall floor. He then compiles a report,
which includes the format of the show, number of general
sessions, audience demographics, audience reaction to the
event, and quality of the sessions. 

In 2003, Phyllis MacIsaac, vice president of consulting
services at Nth Degree, conducted an in-depth comparitive
analysis of the top five competing shows to prepare for the
2004 event. “I really felt that in order for us to get a good
handle on the rest of the work we were doing and where we
wanted to bring RSA, I needed to dig deep and see what
these groups were doing,” she says. 

MacIsaac’s research included the size of the events,
attendee numbers and demographics, estimated financials,
number of exhibitors, pricing for registration and exhibit
space, sponsorship packages, and session
topics. She also compared which exhibitors
and speakers overlapped from event to event.
For a template of the spreadsheet MacIsaac
used to compare the shows, go to
www.ExhibitorWebLinks.com.

TECHNIQUE 2: INDUSTRY RESEARCH
Researching the competition is not enough,
however. The RSA Conference staff also ana-
lyzes the industry itself. Wong spends two to
three hours per week reading industry maga-
zines and e-newsletters, and attending
Webcasts and seminars. 

“We do industry research to understand
the trends — what direction we’re headed,
and what new products or areas of research
are being introduced in info security,” Wong
says. “It helps us understand what the hot
topics will be for keynotes, as well as for
track sessions.” 

Wong’s research has taught him that the
industry is growing and attracting newcom-
ers from different fields. To accommodate the
newbies, RSA has decided to hold a special
new-attendee orientation session at the 2005 event to help
attendees get the most out of the conference. 

TECHNIQUE 3: SURVEYS
Next, RSA finds out what attendees and exhibitors want
from the conference. RSA and Nth Degree spent an entire
month before RSA Conference 2004 developing, reviewing,
and refining at-show and post-show surveys for attendees,
expo-only attendees, and exhibitors. 

To develop the questions, they first asked themselves
what they wanted to know about each group. Then they
formulated questions to help them find the answers.

For example, RSA wanted to know if attendees would
attend regional RSA Conferences and Webinars, and if so,
what type of information they would want to hear. Both
RSA and Nth Degree were surprised at the response. “We

had originally thought attendees would want seminar con-
tent that was very verticalized to their industries. But our
survey showed they want cross-industry content,” says
Robert Lowe, a conference architect at Nth Degree.

Each survey asked 20 to 25 questions about individual
sessions as well as the conference in general. About 30 per-
cent of the survey questions were open-ended, so attendees
could fill in their own answers. Open-ended answers
require more time to tabulate, MacIsaac says, but they offer
more candid and accurate responses.

At the event, attendees could fill out a paper version of
the survey or use touch screens in the exhibit hall, registra-
tion area, and networking area — whichever method was
most convenient for them. More than 5,000 attendees took
the survey at the show. 

After the show, RSA sent out Web-
based surveys to learn what attendees want-
ed to change in the future. About 800 
attendees responded.

The surveys revealed that attendees have
much more buying power than exhibitors
think. The surveys asked attendees how
much money they had to spend at the event,
and asked exhibitors what they expected
their revenue to be from the event. “The
attendees’ buying power was nine times high-
er than the exhibitors’ expected revenue,”
Lowe says. For next year’s conference, RSA
can use these figures to prove the real value
of the event to exhibitors. 

Now, the conference staff is in the
process of developing the 2005 surveys. “We
look at the answers we got from each ques-
tion last year, and then ask, ‘What did that
information do to better our focus or under-
standing for next year’s event?’” Lowe says.
“If we can’t come up with anything, we
tweak it or take it out.” 

However, Lowe cautions that making
changes can be a delicate process. “You don’t

want to change too much, because you want to be able to
compare year to year,” he says.

TECHNIQUE 4: CUSTOMER CONVERSATIONS
RSA discovered another research technique right under its
nose. Salespeople talk to exhibitors and sponsors on a daily
basis, so it made sense to use the opportunity to find out
what customers like about the conference and what they’d
like to change. 

“We make sure that team members who talk to
exhibitors understand we’re looking for information,”
Lowe says.

Members of the RSA Conference sales team ask
exhibitors and sponsors questions, such as:

How can we increase your ROI at this event? 
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If you could change anything about the event, what 
would it be?
Why do you exhibit at RSA Conference, and what
will keep you coming back?
What makes this conference better than any other 
conference in the industry?

The answers not only help RSA improve the event, but
its marketing as well. For example, one exhibitor men-
tioned that the RSA Conference has the most expensive
exhibiting prices per square foot of any event in the indus-
try, but he was willing to pay because of the high number
of executive attendees. 

This showed RSA how important it is to retain high-
level attendees. It also taught the sales team that they
should leverage executive attendance to sell exhibit space.  

Staff members routinely call end-users of information-
security products as well, to ask them what issues keep
them up at night. This helps them develop relevant and use-
ful content for attendees. 

TECHNIQUE 5: ON-SITE OBSERVATION
During the event, the entire RSA Conference team is on
research duty. They attend each event activity, making note
of any glitches or inconveniences for attendees, such as
noisy laptop users.

Nth Degree also collects more formal on-site research.
“We sit in on the general sessions, observe the exhibits, par-
ticipate in all the activities, and provide an evaluation of
those activities,” MacIsaac says.

After the event, RSA and Nth Degree meet to discuss
their observations and brainstorm about changes. For
example, in 2004 they realized many exhibitors were not
taking full advantage of the exhibit hall. “You walk
through the hall and see that their messaging is really lack-
ing,” MacIsaac says. 

So RSA  decided to hold an exhibitor-awards program
in 2005, to reward those that exhibit well and to show
good examples to those who don’t. 

TECHNIQUE 6: FOCUS GROUPS
RSA holds six focus groups to find out what attendees and
exhibitors want from RSA Conference. “In focus groups
you can delve into issues in much more detail than in a sur-
vey,” Wong says. “They may go off on a tangent, but that
may be where we get the best nuggets of information.”

The focus groups are divided into three groups:
exhibitors, general attendees, and founders (attendees who
have attended the conference for at least four years). Nth
Degree loosely moderates the sessions from a list of ques-

tions, but the participants direct much of the content. 
A stenographer records transcripts of each focus group,

so RSA and Nth Degree can compare the findings with the
survey results. “We look at the research from the focus
groups and surveys at the same time, because one aspect
may be brought up in a focus group, but you don’t really
know if it’s a trend,” Wong says.   

For example, focus-group participants felt that the 50-
minute sessions were not long enough to delve deeply into
a subject. At first, RSA considered lengthening all the ses-
sions to 70 minutes, but the conference team decided to
look at the survey results first. Half the attendees wanted
them to stay the same, and half thought they should be
longer. Next year, 46 percent of the sessions will be 70 min-
utes, and the rest will be 50 minutes.  

TECHNIQUE 7: PERFORMANCE STATISTICS
After the conference, RSA tracks statistics such as 
attendance, revenue, sponsorship, and exhibit-hall sales. It
compares the statistics with its goals and the numbers from
the previous year. This helps the conference team measure
its success and set benchmarks for the next conference. 

At the 2004 conference, 90 percent of registrants
attended, a 10-percent increase over 2003. RSA also
exceeded its revenue goals, sold out of exhibition space, and
sold all of its sponsorships.  

RESEARCH RESULTS
After the 2004 conference, Nth Degree compiled more than
700 pages of research into a 20-page executive summary,
which the conference team used to begin planning changes
for the next year. The research results help RSA to set objec-
tives based on benchmarks from the previous year and to
make improvements to the conference. They also help
prove the success of the RSA conference and bolster mar-
keting efforts. 

“We’re answering the questions the exhibitors want,”
Lowe says. “We don’t just tell them that 80 percent of our
attendees are at the management level or the CEO level. We tell
them how many attendees are VPs, CIOs, etc. We feed them
the information they need to make good buying decisions.”

The research also helps when budget reviews roll
around, Wong says. “The research and the event’s bench-
marks of success help me in my efforts to grow my budget
to make the event even better.” 

W H I T N E Y  A R C H I B A L D,  E D I T O R

editorial@corporateeventmag.com

E

CORPORATE EVENT REPRINT
— 6 OF 6 —

COPYRIGHT CORPORATE EVENT MAGAZINE REPRINT R100452


