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SELECTED ATTRACTIVENESS FACTORS OF ACADEMIC CONFERENCES
AS A PRODUCT ON THE INTERNATIONAL TOURISM MARKET

Abstract: The paper identifies selected determinants of attractiveness of international academic conferences as products on the
contemporary international tourism market, especially on the business tourism market. To achieve this aim, methods of analysing
the literature, reports, synthesis, along with passive and active observation were used. In addition, a direct survey using a research
questionnaire via a website and addressed to participants on an Erasmus International Week in Kaunas was made. Some of the
most important conditions of the attractiveness of the conference for participants, including transport and information accessibility
as well as to the originality of the destination and the leisure program for participants, were indicated. Contemporary international
academic conferences lasting a few days epitomize multiple products on tourism market. The article is empirical, but it also presents
ideas for the development of conferences as attractive products in the contemporary economy of the European Union.

Keywords: tourism product, system product, meetings industry, international conference.

1. INTRODUCTION

The global tourism market is still developing (WTTC,
2018). Business tourism is developing as a very im-
portant part of tourism (related to travel to meetings
organised outside the place of permanent residence of
participants). It is driven by the needs of organizers
and the professional activity of the visitors. The devel-
opment of products offered on the business tourism
market should be the result of a recognition of the needs
of their participants (Malekmohammadi, Mohamed,
Ekiz, 2011; Breiter, Milman, 2006). This may contribute
to their better management, the greater satisfaction of
the visitors and to higher delegate expenditure at the
destination.

The aim is to identify the determinants of the attracti-
veness of international conferences as products on the
tourism market through the example of an Erasmus+
International Week (EIW) conference. To achieve this,
methods of analysing the literature, reports, passive

and active observations were used. The authors prepa-
red some questions located on the survio.com website
and addressed to the participants of the conference. The
main criteria used for the selection of a conference by
participants were chosen after reviewing the literature
on the subject. The most important determinants are
different kinds of transport and current information, as
well as to the originality of the destination and leisure
program.

Contemporary international conferences, especial-
ly those which are academic, are multiple system pro-
ducts on the tourism market (Niemczyk, 2014; Zabinski,
2012). There are certain determinants for tourism at-
tractiveness that have been identified and recognised
as success factors for such products as a result of the
author’s own research. An EIW conference in Kau-
nas, Lithuania in 2018 was chosen and a direct survey
of the participants was conducted. The authors are
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aware of the limitations of this research. Organizers
and managers of business tourism in destinations (both
companies and the local administration) can use the
conference success factors described here to improve
the results of such professional events.

2. INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCES
AS PRODUCTS ON THE TOURISM MARKET

Tourism is a social, cultural and economic phenome-
non that entails the movement of people to countries
or places outside their usual environment for perso-
nal or business/professional purposes comprising the
activities carried out there (UN WTOQO, 2010). There are
various forms of tourism separated according to dif-
ferent criteria. If the main purpose (reason) of the trip,
and the methods of financing and professional activity
are taken into account, it can be divided into leisure
tourism and business tourism.

Business tourism is related to those travelling for bu-
siness purposes and is described by the acronym MICE:
meetings, incentives, conventions, exhibitions (Dwyer,
Forsyth, 1997) or the term ‘meeting industry’ is used
as a synonym (UN WTO, 2010). At the same time, the
term business trip may refer to a ‘face to face’ meeting
as well as various forms of group meetings. The term
business tourism preferably refers to travel for group
meetings (Davidson, Cope, 2003). The UN WTO (2014),
for statistical purposes, specifies that group meetings
counted as business tourism are those with a mini-
mum of 10 participants, lasting four hours or more, in
a rented room. Entities engaged in the planning and
implementation of such a meeting are on the supply
side of the business tourism market, while institutional
‘purchasers’ and participants, are on the demand side
(Cieslikowski, 2014).

The business tourism market can be separated from
the general term due to the object of the transaction,
which is a business meeting (business event) on the
market. Planning and implementation require the coo-
peration of many different entities providing strictly
tourist-oriented services as well as those operating on
markets other than tourism, and the local government
of the conference destination (Berbeka, Borodako, Niem-
czyk, Seweryn, 2014; Borodako, Berbeka, Rudnicki, 2014).

The term ‘conference’ refers to many types which
differ in their number of participants, frequency of im-
plementation, location, financing methods, type of or-
ganizer, time of implementation, topics, etc (Cieslikow-
ski, 2014; Sidorkiewicz, 2014; Swarbrooke, Horner 2011;
Weber, Chon, 2009).

Adding the word ‘international’ to the name of the
conference suggests a larger scale, significance, use of
several languages, as well as participants from other

countries (Numella, 2017). International conferences
usually last several days, and some of the participants
come from abroad (ICCA, 2007; UIA, 2018). Many
studies and reports show that foreign participants
at such meetings generate higher expenditure in the
destination than domestic visitors (Berbeka, Borodako,
Niemczyk, Seweryn, 2014; Nummela, 2017). Due to the
importance of international conferences, the partici-
pants are usually opinion leaders in their professional
environment, attaching great importance to their own
development as well as that of the organization that
has delegated them. Some authors emphasise that the
participants of conferences use basic tourist services,
and in their leisure time outside the conference pro-
gram, satisfy the same needs as those of other. This
similarity applies to the use of the general infrastru-
cture of the city, cultural facilities and other tourist

attractions (Swarbrooke, Horner, 2011).

Analysing contemporary international conferences,
treated as products of enterprises and destinations, it
can be noted that they have many attributes of system
products. According to Zabinski (2012), such products
(including complex services, as well as organization
and conference services) are:

— ready to satisfy a specific complex of needs and
expectations of buyers and solve several of their
problems at the same time,

— ready to meet needs assigned to more than one level,

— usually characterised by a high technological level,

— generally innovative products from a market/ con-
sumer perspective,

— capable of improvement in their use or further
development,

— branded products (by definition, new product
categories),

— characterised by network connections (they are of-
ten created when a producer/ manufacturer/ servi-
ce provider interacts with networks of component
suppliers or commercial agents).

The products meet the needs of visitors from abroad,
too who are interested in various services (local travel,
accommodation, restaurants, free time services, guide
services, etc.). They expect all needs to be met by the
organisers (according to Maslow’s hierarchy of needs)
during the conference. The participants usually spend
more money in the destination than leisure tourists
(EIC, 2018), but also expect a high level of services
supported by the latest technology (Dwyer, Forsyth,
Spurr, 2004). But for organizers and destinations it is
very important to understand that conferences can be
a branded product (Ayaz, Samata, 2017; Cieslikowski,
2015; Malava, Bénaroya, Digout, Szapiro, 2013; Ro-
gers, Davidson, 2016) and their process of planning
and organising requires the cooperation of many en-
tities (Borodako, Kozi¢, 2016; Crouch, Louviere, 2004).
The identification and measurement of participant
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motivations (official and unofficial) are very important
for the attractiveness of a conference as a product on
the tourism market.

3. SELECTED SUCCESS FACTORS
OF CONFERENCES AS EXEMPLIFIED
BY EIW IN KAUNAS

3.1. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

The success of a tourism product can be considered
from the point of view of satisfying the needs of visitors
(Lemanowicz, Puciata, 2010) and other entities involved
in its planning, its organisation and its offer (Zemta,
2010). There are many studies identifying criteria for
choosing venues and destinations in the literature
(Cieslikowski, 2014; Crouch, Ritchie, 1997; Fenich, 2001;
Gugg, Hank-Haase, 1995; Oppermann, 1996). However,
international conferences are very diverse products and
meet of the needs of many different groups of partici-
pants (both visitors and residents). There are several
criteria differentiating these: duration, place, type of
participant, motive for participation, etc.

The success of such a tourism product can be under-
stood as the greatest satisfaction of the most important
individual needs. It seems very important to identify
the tools and forms of communication preferred by
participants when they are expecting and looking for
information, the means of transport used to arrive there
and to satisfy a range of other needs met in the destina-
tion itself (accommodation, security, sightseeing etc.).

Taking into consideration the main goals of parti-
cipants, the sources of financing and the type of insti
tutions delegating, it is possible to distinguish “interna-
tional conferences’ — academic and cultural meetings
in which most of the guests came from abroad — from
the general group.

An example of such a conference is an ‘EIW’ type
conference. EIWs are multifarious conferences (includ-
ing several smaller events) that usually consist of aca-
demic conferences, workshops and other events and
trips with interesting leisure programs (sightseeing,
learning about the history of the city, country, cultural
performances, etc.). Research centres, universities and
schools in EU countries and beyond implement them
(Smith, 2018).

The main purposes of participants at the conferen-
ces are broadening knowledge, exchanging academic
findings, establishing new professional relations, etc.
It should be noted that participants will represent dif-
ferent academic centres.

Erasmus+ is an EU administration program for the
education, training and development of sport in Europe
which will last until 2020. The program is addressed to

both individuals and institutions who qualify can take
part in EIW conferences or organize their own (ECEC,
2014; European Commission, 2018).

The object of the authors’ research was to identify the
determinants of the attractiveness of such conferences.
Forms of communication, the means of transport used
by participants, the main criteria for the selection of an
international conference, as well as the motivations of
both official and unofficial participants were identified.

Indirect research (desk research) and direct (ques-
tionnaire) surveys were carried out. EIW conferences
from 2014 to 2018, concentrating on 2017, were subjected
to statistical analysis. A direct survey (using question-
naires) concerned participants of the EIW conference
in Kaunas (Lithuania) from 19 to 23 March 2018. To
create a questionnaire, the authors used elements of
the ‘servqual’ methodology (Zeithaml, Parasuraman,
Berry, 1990), as well as selecting the evaluation criteria
(features) of conference services from existing studies
regarding the conference market (Oppermann, 1995;
Oppermann, 1996). To measure the quality of services
offered to the participants and to identify the success
factors of an international conference a questionnaire
was used too.

As aresult of a review of the literature and reports
on business tourism (NBTC, 2015; Zhang, Leung, Qu,
2007) and other events, including cultural (Ayaz, Sama-
ta, 2017) and sporting events (Agha, 2011; Cieslikowski,
Brusokas, 2017), a list of 17 factors which, according to
the authors, have a significant impact on the choice of
location and the evaluation of a conference (service
features) was prepared.

The five-degree Likert scale (from 1to 5) was used to
assess the validity and fulfilment of individual factors
(Pal, Joshi, Kale, Chandel, 2015). In the case of validity:
1-meant ‘not important for participants” and 5 - ‘very
important’; while in the case of fulfilment: 1 - ‘not ful-
filled” in the opinion of participants, and 5 - “very well
fulfilled’. A questionnaire was created and opened on
the survio.com website.

The 57 foreign participants of EIW — the conferen-
ce organized by Kauno Kolegija in Kaunas, from 19 to
23 March 2018 — were the research sample. The ques-
tionnaire was prepared only for guests from abroad.
The total number of participants in this conference
was 90, and the 57 foreigners were from 18 different
countries and from 29 research centres. From May 1-10,
2018, the participants were sent via e-mail an online
questionnaire and a request to respond; 56 answered
and the results were subjected to a statistical analy-
sis and interpretation. The authors are aware of the
small size of the research sample, however these studies
may still be helpful, especially in the selection of key
elements of the evaluation of an international academic
conference and the research methodology. However,
the methodology and results can be used to improve
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and develop the product and can help to achieve mar-
ket success by companies involved in the process of
preparation and implementation.

3.2. FINDINGS

The total number of EIW conferences that were registe-
red on the staffmobility.eu database (Staff weeks search,
2018), on August 30, 2018 was 728. The analysis of infor-
mation contained on the websites of their organizers
makes it possible to see that they are academic confe-
rences, with many workshops and cultural events in
free time. 30 to 90 people usually attend them, mainly
from other countries. Participation in most is free, and
the costs of travelling to the conference and staying in
destination accommodation are covered in whole or
in part by Erasmus+ program funds.

Respondents to the survey (participants at the EIW
conference in Kaunas, Lithuania) came from 29 re-
search centres and from 18 different countries. 26%
came from neighbouring countries, with the remaining
from countries elsewhere in Europe (58%), and outside
(16%). The participants from Lithuania were excluded
from the study (the organizer of the event).

In the questionnaire, the participants were asked how
they had first obtained information about the event.
Most pointed to their supervisor/boss at their work
(43% of responses), while 29% indicated e-mail and
friends (Figure 1). It ought to be noted that participants
could indicate more than one answer.

Social media (eg.
Facebook, Tweeter,
Linkedin)

On web site of conference

From friends | 29

Direct e-mail information | 29
T 43
From boss in my work |
1 | | | | | [ [

0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40 45%

Figure 1. Ways of searching for information
by EIW participants in Kaunas
Source: based on research (Cieslikowski, Brusokas, 2019)

These indications show the strong business relation-
ship of EIW. Therefore, communication, promotion and
information should be directed at decision-makers in
a given organisation or directly to interested parties
using direct marketing and personal meetings.

The respondents were asked about their main motiva-
tions. They determined 11 likely motivations, on a scale
of 1to 5 (1 — not important, to 5 — very important). The
obtained results (Table 1) indicate that the most impor-
tant motivations are knowledge acquisition (4.29), new

Table 1. The key motivations for EIW participants

No. Motivators Average
rate
1 | Acquire knowledge 4.29
2 | New professional contacts 421
3 | Promotion of their own organization 4.00
4 |’Personal relations’ 3.86
5 | Personal development of qualifications 3.57
6 | University’s (organizer) popularity 3.57
7 | Personalised participation certificate 3.43
8 | The possibility of recreation in free time 3.36
9 | Low participation costs 3.14
10 Othel_‘ attractions, e.g. membership cards, 264
freebies
A short distance from the university
11 . 2.57
to the accommodation

Source: based on research (Cieslikowski, Brusokas, 2019).

professional contacts (4.21) and the promotion of their
own organisation (4.00).

Another question was related to the level of fulfil-
ment of these factors by the EIW organized by Kauno
Kolegija in 2018 (the same factors were listed: 1 — ful-
filment was ‘not enough’, up to 5 - ‘completely’). The
difference between the results for individual features/
factors (the difference between expectations and ful-
filment) allows an analysis of the attractiveness of the
university and the city as perceived by the foreign
EIW participants.

The questionnaire responses of EIW participants
show that what is important during the selection of
a conference are ‘novelty of the host university” (4.0)
and ‘information availability of this EIW’ (4.0). On the
other hand, the least important were ‘accessibility by
car’ (2.50), ‘many shopping centres’, ‘other business
conferences and events at the same time’ (these last two
features have an average rating of 2.43).

The questionnaire contains two questions related to
the 17 different significant features which, according
to the authors, influence the success of a well-organized
EIW conference. The first is related to how important
these features are for the participant when choosing
a conference, and the other to what extent these fea-
tures were met by EIW in Kaunas. On a scale of 1 to 5,
the participants had to refer to each feature, 1 — not
important to 5 — very important. Next, the participants
assessed the fulfilment of these features by the orga-
nizers on a scale from 1 to 5, 1 — “poorly satisfied” to
5 —‘met very well’.

The authors calculated the average for each character-
istic, assigned a rating (‘rate of importance’ in Table 2)
and fulfilment (‘rate of fulfilment’ in Table 2) and com-
pared fulfilment to expectation (the average of rate
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Table 2. Choice factors for a conference and their fulfilment in the opinion
of participants of EIW in Kaunas in 2018

No Factor " Epectations) | ot fuldiment | ReSil
1 | Novelty of host university 4.00 4.14 0.14
2 | Information availability of this EIW 4.00 4.14 0.14
3 | Diversified conference program 3.93 3.86 -0.07
4 | Opportunity to explore the destination and the surrounding area 3.93 3.71 -0.21
5 | Prior contact with this university 3.79 4.50 0.71
6 | Novelty of host country 3.71 4.14 0.43
7 | Novelty of host destination 3.64 421 0.57
8 | Faculties at this university are similar to my own 3.64 4.14 0.50
9 | Accessibility by public transportation 3.64 3.86 0.21
10 | Many cultural facilities 3.64 4.00 0.36
11 | Varied gastronomic base 3.21 3.86 0.64
12 | Many green areas 3.14 3.93 0.79
13 | Many cultural and sporting events at the same time 3.00 3.64 0.64
14 | Varied accommodation base 3.00 3.86 0.86
15 | Accessibility by car 2.50 3.00 0.50
16 | Many shopping centres 2.43 3.86 1.43
17 | Other conferences and business events at the same time 2.43 2.86 0.43
Source: based on research (Cieslikowski, Brusokas, 2019).
of fulfilment was subtracted from the average rating of 4. DISCUSSION

expectation). The results expressed the level of success
of the organizers in relation to the individual criteria.

Almost all the factors that were evaluated (Table 2)
positively show the difference between fulfilment and
expectation. Only the ‘diversified conference program’
(-0.07) and the “opportunity to explore the destination
and the surrounding area’ (-0.21) did not meet the
expectations of the participants.

What was most important for the participants when
selecting the conference were ‘novelty of host universi-
ty’ (average rating of 4.0) and ‘information availability
of this EIW (4.0). The level of fulfilment of these fea-
tures was greater than expected. The least important
were ‘many shopping centres’, ‘other conferences and
business events at the same time’ (both with an aver-
age rating of 2.41). In the case of these two features,
the level of fulfilment exceeded expectations and EIW
participants were surprised by the shopping centres in
the city (expectation exceeded by 1.43).

In the general assessment of the EIW in Kaunas, it
should be noted that the participants were very satis-
fied with “prior contact with this university’ (average
fulfilment was 4.5). The following features attracted
attention ‘novelty of host destination’, “‘novelty of host
country’, ‘novelty of host university’ as well as ‘facul-
ties at this university are similar to my own’, ‘infor-
mation availability of this EIW’ (for all these features
the average score was above 4).

The results of the research indicate the specificity of
international EIW-type conferences and the authors
determined the success factors of this product on the
modern business tourism market from the point of view
of the expectations of the participants.

The specificity of an EIW conference is reflected in
their seasonality (most are organised in the spring).
For other conferences, research indicated autumn and
spring as major periods. In addition, these conferen-
ces are open to all those eligible whose criteria are
described in the Erasmus+ program rules (European
Commission, 2018). The main purpose is related to the
professional and academic activity of participants and
their institutions (universities). Participants have a lot of
freedom to choose a conference, destination and the ser-
vices they will use (type of transport, accommodation,
etc.). Funding is received both from Erasmus+ program
funds and from the participants. For an efficient com-
munication process between the organisers and future
participants, it is necessary to focus on establishing
prior knowledge of key persons in partner universities
and transferring information directly to them (e.g. using
electronic mail) so that they can recommend a confe-
rence and even send an employee. An important factor
in the selection of an EIW meeting by participants was
an earlier conference at the university. Similar results in
terms of preferred methods of communication (focused
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on personal sales, direct marketing and public rela-
tions) can be noted in the research carried out on the
participants of other conferences (EMS, 2017; Nummela,
2017). This way of communication is characteristic of
B2B markets (EIU, 2007; Gilliland, Johnston, 1997).

The authors of the paper have identified the key mo-
tivators for participating in conferences. These themes
are official motives related to professional goals, gaining
knowledge, establishing new professional relations, etc.
An overview of the results of other conferences shows
that these motivations apply to those participants too
(Anahita, Badaruddin, Ekiz, 2011; Jung, Tanford, 2017,
Oppermann, 1995).

Interesting research results were obtained after an
analysis of the main factors of the conference selection
and their level of fulfilment. In the opinion of EIW par-
ticipants in Kaunas, the most important factors are ‘no-
velty of the host university” and ‘information availability
of this EIW’. The university is treated as a conference
venue as well as an academic entity (academic centre).
This may indicate a great involvement of the partici-
pants in the preparation, as well as creating a conference
product (consisting of the many other services provided
for the participant).

Any business meeting becomes a joint experience of
the participants and the organisers and in this context
a conference is an attractive product of the contempo-
rary ‘experience economy’ (Chang, 2018; Stasiak, 2013).
A conference meets many different needs therefore it is
an example of a modern tourism product (Niemczyk,
2014; Olearnik, 2016). Satisfaction with a service can lead
to customer loyalty by repeated purchases (Hallowell,
1996) which, in the context of academic conferences, it
is expected that satisfied participants will more likely
return in the future.

5. CONCLUSIONS

Conferences are complex products on the tourism
market. The success of entities involved in their orga-
nisation and implementation can be described as the
process of identification of their participants and meet-
ing expectations. Conferences includes various forms
that can be distinguished according to various criteria
(e.g. importance, the scale of internationalisation, im-
pact on the destination, and ways of financing). The
authors found that EIW conferences are an interesting
contemporary example of a tourist product. The confe-
rences are international, held in many countries, annual
(repeated) and financed from EU funds. To identify the
success factors of these conferences as tourism products,
the authors focused on the opinions of foreign guests
participating in the EIW at Kaunas, Lithuania in his
research.

The analysis of the distribution of EIW conferences
during the year showed that most take place in April
and May. Organising such a conference in other months
will help the organisers avoid competition and may
arouse the interest of the participants.

An important element of conference success is good
communication (initiated earlier so that the planners
will make decisions in the time provided for in their
organisations) and with the use of appropriate forms.
Communication is based on direct contact at other
events, direct marketing to decision-makers in the in-
stitutions from which participants are expected to come.

The content of promotional materials, programs,
invitations, should refer to the official motivations
related to professional goals, gaining knowledge as
well as establishing new professional relations. An
important element in the communication will be the
presentation of the ‘information availability of this
EIW’ as well as various aspects of the ‘novelty of the
host university’.

Due to the fact that both superiors and future partic-
ipants decide, it is necessary to prepare information
about the event, the city, the destination very well (in
several languages, including transport accessibility,
accommodation, general program and detailed events).
This may take the form of a website developed for the
event, and also a mobile application.

An important factor in the success of a conferen-
ce is the organisation of a program of accompanying
events, in particular sightseeing of the destination and
the surrounding area. The participants of internation-
al conferences are people from abroad who are very
interested in establishing professional contacts and
promotion of their own institution, but also exploring
the destination and the host country. Therefore, they
are seeking and expecting from the organisers that
these needs will be met. Participants reach shopping
centres by themselves and information about them in
promotional materials is not necessary, but such infor-
mation may make their stay and time spent outside the
conference more attractive.

The authors focused on an analysis of selected deter-
minants of the attractiveness of conference meetings.
They are aware of the limitations associated with this
research and the inference resulting from an analy-
sis of the criteria used and changes in the expectations
of participants. The article can provide an example of
the methodology of academic research, which in the
conditions of economic changes in Europe are an in-
teresting product for business as well as public insti-
tutions. Further refinement of success factors, their
observation and identification of other conditions for
the development of this product, requires research on
other types of conference, as well as in other countries.

The success factors of EIW meetings identified in
the article can be used by the organisers of academic
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conferences, as well as tourism destination organisa-
tions, to develop the attractiveness of their offers and
to better organise various services included in such
products.
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