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Architecting Serendipity

Architecting 
Serendipity
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Methodology

4,114

Total number 
of respondents 

Total number of attendee respondents: 2,326
Attendee margin of error: +/- 2.0%

Total number of exhibitor respondents: 1,581
Exhibitor margin of error: +/- 2.5%

Total number of event organizer respondents: 207
Organizer margin of error: +/- 6.7%

Trade Show – 58%
Conferences – 42%
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Overview

Overview
Generational Shifts Driving Changing Objectives and Professional 
Development/Skillsets Networking – Misunderstood & Under resourced

Event Organizers Are Not Staffed/ Resourced - 96% have no one in 
charge of Networking

Networking is the number one driver of Attendee Retention (CAC/LTV)

Why, What, How – It needs staffing, monetization, & measurement
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THE WORKFORCE 
IS EVOLVING
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Gen Z has 
Overtook 
Boomers in 
the Workforce 
in 2024

Boomer

15%

Gen Z

16%

Millennial

36%

Gen X

32%
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The Age Shift 
is Accelerating

Boomer

12%
Gen Z

21%

Millennial

37%

Gen X

29%
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35% 40% 20% 5%

Gen Z Millennial Gen X Boomer

By 2030, Workforce Composition Will Be:

Business Events can and will need to innovate 
to reach and engage emerging generations
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OUR AUDIENCES HAVE 
DIVERSE PRIORITIES
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Job Stability

Work-Life Balance

Career Development

Work Flexibility

Material Wealth

Very HighModerate HighLow
Source: GFK a Nielsen Company

Different 
generations,
different
priorities

Technological Adaptability

Experiences Over Possessions

Environmental/ Social Responsibility

Gen ZMillennialGen XBoomerPriority
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Source: GFK a Nielsen Company
Very HighModerate HighLow

Technological Adaptability

Experiences Over Possessions

Environmental/ Social Responsibility

Gen ZMillennialGen XBoomerPriorityDifferent 
generations,
different
priorities
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The Now Generation is reshaping in-person events and commercial expectations

22-44
years old

Digitally
native

Authentic
connection

Socially
conscious

NowGen is 
reshaping in-
person events and 
commercial 
expectations Transparent

value
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WE HAVE A 
TRUST PROBLEM
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The 
Institutions 
Americans 
Trust Most 
and Least
Share of U.S. respondents 
who say they have a great 
deal/quite a lot of trust in 
the following institutions

Source – Gallup
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In-person Events 
are Seen as the 
Most Trustworthy 
Sources of 
Information

+

Statistically significant difference between waves

75% |  80%
PROFE SS ION A L T RA DE O RGS

A CA DEMIC  IN S TI T UT ION S

WEB IN A RS

COMPA N Y LEA DERS

T HOUG HT  LEA DERS

MEDI A  OU TLET S

BLOG  POS T S

G OVE RNME N T LE A DERS

S OCIA L ME DIA / IN FLU EN CERS

IN -PERS ON  E VEN T S

68% |  68%
65% |  61%

48% |  44%
45% |  42%
36% |  31%

12% |  12%
9% |  9%

8% |  8%

6% |  7%

2023 | 2024 

QUESTION

How trustworthy are the following sources of information?
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“Within the next 3 years, 
there will be so much AI, 
people won't know if what 
they see or hear is real. 
Which will lead to an 
explosion of face-to-face 
engagement, events and jobs. 
Call it the Milli Vanilli effect.”

 Mark Cuban
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FOCUS ON KEY 
OBJECTIVES
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E X P E R I E N C E

To have fun, feel emotionally 
fulfilled, explore, hands-on

L E A R N IN G

To be inspired, informed, 
discover something new

N E T W O R K I N G

Connect with peers, build 
relationships with attendees 
and event partners

C O M M E R C E

Discover products/ services, 
buy, build vendor relationships
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E X P E R I E N C E

To have fun, feel emotionally 
fulfilled, explore, hands-on

L E A R N IN G

To be inspired, informed, 
discover something new

N E T W O R K I N G

Connect with peers, build 
relationships with attendees 
and event partners

C O M M E R C E

Discover products/ services, 
buy, build vendor relationships

Source: Freeman Strategy
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Commerce is a critical part of the event experience

Commerce is a 
critical part of the 
event experience

16%

26%

28%

30%

Be inspired, learn something new,
receive training

Make connections, socialize with new and
existing contacts

Have fun, feel emotionally fulfilled, 
enjoy the environment

Evaluate vendor offerings, build awareness, 
discover new products/services

Commerce

Networking

Learning

Experience

of key 
decision 
makers 35% 

QUESTION
Imagine you are attending an in-person business event, allocate a total of 100 points across the 
below areas based on how important each component is to your overall experience.
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Discovering new products and solutions is a top career priority

Training / technical competency
42%

Building my network
39%

Professional advancement
38%

Building / staffing team or organization
27%

Mentoring / being mentored
21%

Building my personal brand reputation
18%

32%
Expanding my business / clientele

Discovering new products / solutions
52%

Discovering new 
products and 
solutions is a 
top career priority

Freeman Commercial Trends Report © 2025 Freeman.

QUESTION

What are your top priorities in your work/career? 
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Attendees say in-person events are the best place for new product discovery

In-person 
events are the 
best place for 
new product 
discovery

Top sources for product/service discovery

32%

More data 
in appendix 

QUESTION

Where do you go to discover new products and services?

In-person
events

74%
Company
websites

56%
Professional 
and trade orgs

55%

Search Engine 
or GenAI

42%
Journals/trade 
publications

41%

Online events
40%

(Google, ChatGPT)

(Livestreams, 
webinars)

Social & Websites
23%
(TikTok, Instagram, X, 
Facebook, Reddit, etc.)
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© 2025 Freeman. All Rights Reserved.

High five 
to hands on!
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Limited hands-on 
exposure is most likely 
to prevent attendees 
from achieving their 
commercial objectives

44%
40%
40%

33%

Limited opportunities for hands-on
exposure to products/services

Lack of relevant products/
services to my organization 

Limited or no provider 
subject-matter experts

Challenge finding desired 
providers in the expo hall

© 2025 Freeman. All Rights Reserved.

Which of the following options are most likely to negatively impact 
your experience evaluating products/services at a business event or 
prevent you from achieving your commercial objectives? 

QUESTION
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Attendees who don’t receive hands-on experiences are likely to prioritize other vendors instead

42% Attendees who don’t receive 
hands-on experiences are likely to 
prioritize other vendors instead!

QUESTION

To what extent did the lack of hands-on experience with a product/service impact your 
perception of a brand/company?

48%
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Hands-on exposure 
turns attendees into 
product advocates

Image of 
people 
interacting 
with hands 
on 
activation 
at event

Please select your level of agreement with the following 
statements regarding the hands-on experience

QUESTION

95%

Easier to 
determine if the 
product/service 

would be a good
fit for my 

organization

93%

Helped improve
my awareness
of or evaluate

an offering

96%

Easier for me
to advocate for

the purchase of a 
product/service



© 2025 Freeman. All Rights Reserved.

84%
of attendees report 
that connecting with 
subject matter experts 
is extremely/very 
important

At the most important in-person business event you 
attended last year, how important was it that you 
achieved each of the following

QUESTION

Prioritize SMEs!
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Exhibitors undervalue the impact that subject matter experts have on attendees, and over-value badge scans and emails

Exhibitors undervalue 
the impact that subject 
matter experts have on 
attendees, and over-
value badge scans 
and emails

Speaking with subject matter experts 
from exhibiting companies

Top expectations for improved interactions: 

attendees vs exhibitors

Being scanned and emailed afterwards 
about products and services 

58%
26%

23%
49%

Attendees

Exhibitors

Attendees

Exhibitors

QUESTION

Select the top 3 options that would be most effective in helping you interact and/or engage with 
exhibitors/attendees at in-person events.
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Why People 
Network
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34Freeman Networking Trends Report © 2025 Freeman.

Don’t let purpose be the missing piece

Design for 
why they 

came

Know 
who’s in 
the room

Meaningful connection 
is designed

People + Place + Provisions x PURPOSE 
= Connection
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35Freeman Networking Trends Report © 2025 Freeman.

Don’t let purpose be the missing piece

Design for 
why they 

came

Know 
who’s in 
the room

People + Place + Provisions x PURPOSE = 

Connection
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Half of attendees may not return to an event if their networking experience isn't successful

Networking is the 
largest factor 
influencing Attendee 
Retention (CAC/LTV)

51%

Makes me want to return 
to the event in the future

A T T E N D E E  Q U E S T I O N

How do you measure whether 
networking at an in-person 
professional event was successful? 
Select all that apply.



This slide title supports screen readers / accessibility

“Networking” means different things to different people

“Networking” means 
different things to 
different people

“Gaining access to experts that can help 
guide decisions with data and experience.”

“A way to share and learn from 
new perspectives and people.”

“Creating meaningful connections to advance 
my directives and goals for our business.”

“A rare opportunity to make connections 
with people outside of my normal 
working environment.”

Networking 
is…

Source: Networking Syndicated Survey, July 2025

A T T E N D E E  Q U E S T I O N

What does networking at in-person 
professional events mean to you? 
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Why people network

What Makes 
Networking 
Work
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Attendees want to connect over provisions and purpose

Attendees want to connect 
over provisions and purpose

Activities / aspects that make networking valuable to attendees

Complimentary food and 
drinks

70% 49%

Prompts related to industry 
topics / challenges to start 
discussion

42%

A guide / moderator to 
advance discussion and 
prompt input

Icebreakers

37%

Mentor or ambassador to 
help me connect with 
event participants

33%

38%

Freeman Networking Trends Report © 2025 Freeman. Source: Networking Syndicated Survey, July 2025

A T T E N D E E  Q U E S T I O N

What are the types of activities / 
aspects that make networking at 
in-person professional events 
more valuable? 
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Experts help anchor networking in what matters most

Experts help anchor 
networking in what 
matters most

Groups contributing to a successful 
networking environment

24%

31%

33%

41%

63%

Industry subject matter experts

Facilitator and / or leader

Event and / or brand ambassadors

Mentor / guide

Matchmaking via app / tool 

More data 
in appendix 

Freeman Networking Trends Report © 2025 Freeman.

A T T E N D E E  Q U E S T I O N

How important are each of the 
following for helping you connect 
with others at in-person professional 
events? 
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Why people network

What Gets 
in the Way
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Organizers don’t believe it’s their responsibility to facilitate the kind of networking attendees are 
asking for

Organizers don’t believe 
it’s their responsibility to 
facilitate the kind of 
networking attendees 
are asking for

Organizers’ perception of their responsibility 
in facilitating networking

Having activities where 
participants are likely to meet

Hosting evening 
gathering / parties

Creating areas on the 
expo floor to connect

Creating areas outside the 
expo floor to connect

Using a matchmaking 
tool / app

Allowing for time in 
the event program

Attracting SME’s 
to the event

Developing networking 
topics

58%

56%

52%

44%

27%

15%

14%

10%

O R G A N I Z E R  Q U E S T I O N

What do you believe your role is in 
facilitating how networking occurs 
at your most important in-person 
event?  Select up to 3 options.

More data 
in appendix 
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Networking still evokes anxiety for some, despite those who gravitate towards it

Networking still evokes 
anxiety for some, despite 
those who gravitate 
toward it

Perception of the label “networking”

Makes me feel anxious or 
skeptical of value, less likely to 

attend

41%

34%

Does not impact my feeling about 
the session or likelihood of 

attending

Makes me more interested, 
likely to attend

24% 28%

A T T E N D E E  Q U E S T I O N

What is your perception when a 
session / event is explicitly labeled 
as “networking” at in-person 
professional events? 
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The Connection Conundrum

The Connection 
Conundrum

That’s the connection 
conundrum event organizers 
face, and it’s one they have 
to design around.

Craving 
face-to-face 
connection

1 in 5 have 
never worked 
in a traditional 

office

Connection 
feels 

complicated
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Organizers often see networking as unstructured, attendee-driven free time

Organizers often 
characterize 
networking as 
unstructured, 
attendee-driven 
free time

“Networking is unstructured–we provide the 
space and expect them to connect on their 
own. There is no structure or intention.”

“We provide time and space for networking 
(longer breaks, receptions) but let it happen 
more organically.”

“Unstructured or free time is when most 
of our networking takes place.”

“Open-ended and attendee-
driven instead of organized 
at the planner level.”

Source: Networking Syndicated Survey, July 2025

A T T E N D E E  Q U E S T I O N

When you think of networking at your 
organization’s largest event, what 
comes to mind or how would you 
characterize networking at the event? 
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Why people network

How Organizers 
Can Connect 
People in 
Meaningful 
Ways
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How event organizers manage networking

According to organizers, networking often lacks a clear owner

According to organizers, 
networking often lacks 
a clear owner

We have a team / group 
of individuals specifically 
assigned to managing 
networking

Our event planning team 
does not actively manage 
how networking functions 
at our event

Our event planning team 
handles how networking 

occurs, but no one individual or 
group is specifically assigned

We have a single, 
dedicated staff member 
specifically assigned to 
managing networking

55%

25%

16%

4%

Aren’t 
dedicating 
a lead

96% 

Source: Networking Syndicated Survey, July 2025

A T T E N D E E  Q U E S T I O N

Select the best description 
for how your event manages 
networking at your organization’s 
largest in-person event. 
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What Exactly is Experience?

What Exactly 
is Experience?
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Location-related factors 
and food are a part of 
experience, but not the 
main elements

More data 
in appendix 

Easy travel

Favorable to 
dietary 

restrictions

Hotel options

Range of
options

Location-related factors and food are a part of experience, but not the main elements

QUESTION 1
What are the top location-related 
factors that influence 
your/attendees’ experience at in-
person professional events?

QUESTION 2
When it comes to food and beverage options at in-
person professional events, which factors do you 
consider most important/do you believe attendees 
consider most important?

Attendees Organizers

Question 1 Response Question 2 Response
Source: Experience Syndicated Survey, September 2025

50%

42%

39%
41%

40%
49%

9%

38%

Big difference
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More data 
in appendix 

Difficult navigation33% 35%

Event and expo hall 
navigation are the top 
sources of attendee friction
. 

Confusing expo 
layout/design30% 13%

Challenging to find 
vendors26% 11%

Poor quality 
food/beverage21% 34%

Lack of seating20% 16%

Unclear pre-event 
communication17% 32%

Long lines for 
food/beverage16% 24%

AV technical difficulties8% 19%

Sources of attendee friction Attendees Organizers

Event and expo hall navigation are the top sources of attendee friction

More data 
in appendix 

Source: Experience Syndicated Survey, September 2025

ATTENDEE QUESTION
Which of the below options are most likely to cause 
friction for you and/or result in a negative experience at 
in-person professional events? 

ORGANIZER QUESTION
Which of the below options are most likely to cause 
friction for attendees and/or result in a negative 
experience at in-person professional events? 

Agree

Disagree
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Likelihood of returning to an event after 
experiencing a peak moment

Peak moments drive 85% of attendees back to an event

“Memorable 
Moments” drive 
85% of attendees 
back to an event

ATTENDEE QUESTION
Thinking solely about the “peak moment” you 
experienced, how likely is it that moment will make 
you want to return to the event in the future?

Of Organizers 
said yes78% 

Of Attendees 
said no60% 

Very Unlikely Neither likely 
or unlikely

Very Likely

5% 

54% 

8% 1% 

Unlikely

31% 

Likely

Source: Experience Syndicated Survey, September 2025

85% more 
likely to return
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Why people network

So, What 
Now?
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XLNC Framework

E XP ER I EN C E
Fall 2025

L E AR N I NG
Winter 2026

N ET W O R KI N G
Summer 2025

C OM ME RC E
Spring 2025

Unpacking 
XLNC
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