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Abstract:

Quality is one of the key factors and determinants for destination competitive-
ness and is considered a decisive competitive instrument vital for the success
of a destination. Destinations that are successful in meetings, incentives, con-
ferences and events/exhibitions (MICE) industry understand the synergies of
leisure tourism and business events, as well as their strong differences, especially
having in mind how to market the product. MICE differs from leisure tour-
ism in several aspects — motive and purpose of visit, decision making process,
travel funding, period of traveling, supply stakeholders and requires a distinct
strategy for attracting meetings. Destination quality must be considered as one
of the priority performance parameters in the long-term vision and tourism
policy at the national level. Quality in the meetings industry can be achieved
through commitment of all stakeholders and joint activities directed towards
“customer satisfaction”. A convention bureau is a type of a destination manage-
ment organization focused on managing meetings industry stakeholders in
order to increase the volume of meetings at a destination. An important task
of the convention bureau is to implement certain integrated quality manage-
ment steps in order to have the standardized offer of the entire destination
in the eyes of international clients. These steps include the activities such as
developing partnership agreements with industry stakeholders, standardizing
level of services and increasing the awareness of convention bureau activities
to the public. This convention bureau enables it to raise the chance for the
international client to choose a destination for some future event. Methodol-
ogy is based on the case study analysis of the Serbia Convention Bureau that
is implementing certain IQM steps in its operational and strategic activities.
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quality management, destinations, MICE, convention bureau,
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INTRODUCTION

Tourism is a global phenomenon, which represents one of the most
important sectors of our time, an engine of economic growth, employment
and investments (Unkovi¢ & Zecevi¢, 2016), as well as general social pro-
gress and environmental sustainability (Petkovi¢ & Pindzo, 2012, p. 117).
Furthermore, tourism is a major export sector in many countries. Over
the past 60 years, tourism industry has recorded significant growth and
diversification, proving to be one of the most growing economic sectors
worldwide (Petkovic et al., 2015, p. 123). A lot of new tourism destinations
have emerged alongside the traditional ones in Europe and North America.
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Tourism is a resilient industry (Cochrane, 2010), contin-
uing to grow even during the period of economic crisis
(Petkovi¢ et al., 2016, p. 189). In 2015, the growth was
observed in the number of international arrivals, which
represents the sixth consecutive year of record growth
with 1,184 million international tourist arrivals i.e. over-
night visitors (from 6.6% in 2010 compared to 2009 to
4.4% in 2015 compared to 2014). The same trend con-
tinued in the first four months of 2016, when the num-
ber of international arrivals recorded growth of almost
5% (UNWTO, 2016a). Modern tourism development is
based on the destination development, permanent overall
quality management, tourism offer and services improve-
ment. According to the UNWTO (2016b), quality is one
of the key factors and determinants for destination com-
petitiveness, and a decisive competitive instrument vital
for the success of a tourism destination. The UNWTO
(2016b) defines quality as “the result of a process which
implies the satisfaction of all tourism product and service
needs, requirements and expectations of the consumer
at an acceptable price, in conformity with mutually ac-
cepted contractual conditions and the implicit underlying
factors such as safety and security, hygiene, accessibility,
communication, infrastructure and public amenities and
services. It also involves the aspects of ethics, transpar-
ency and respect towards the human, natural and cultural
environment”. Quality is achieved through a combina-
tion of better processes, better approaches, techniques
and efforts of those who create products and services
(Barkovi¢, 2011, pp. 192-193).

INTEGRATED DESTINATION MANAGEMENT
AS THE BASIS OF MODERN MICE
TOURISM DEVELOPMENT

The UNWTO Tourism Destination Management
Think Tank in 2002 defined a (local) tourism destina-
tion as “a physical space where a tourist spends at least
one overnight. It includes tourism products such as
support services and attractions and tourist resources
within one day’s return travel time. It has physical and
administrative boundaries defining its management,
and images and perceptions defining its market com-
petitiveness” (UNWTO, 2007, p. 1). In a broader sense,
destinations are also countries, regions, human settle-
ments and other areas that are typical with their high
concentration of tourists, developed services and other
tourism infrastructure, the result of which is a great
long-term concentration of visitors (Paskova & Zelenka,
2002). Buhalis (2000) defines a tourism destination with
six components known as “6 As”: attractions (cultural
heritage and nature resources), amenities (tourism su-
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pra-structure mainly), ancillary services (general hard
and soft infrastructure), accessibility, available (tourist)
packages and activities. Middleton and Clarke (2001)
state that attractions, amenities, accessibility, image
and perception of a destination and the price are the
elements that largely determine one destination. The
UNWTO’s (2007, pp. 1-2) standpoint is that the attrac-
tions, amenities, accessibility, image, price and human
resources are the essential elements that severely affect
the definition and determination of a destination. The
practice of developed tourism countries points to the
necessity of introduction of organized destination man-
agement (primarily through the establishment of desti-
nation management organization) as the basic precon-
dition for raising the competitiveness of destinations as
well as the introduction and development of integrated
quality system. According to the European Commission
(2000, p. 13), the concept of IQM was developed dur-
ing the 1990s as a relatively new approach to tourism
destination management, which represented a response
to competitive pressures on both the supply and the de-
mand side, a lack of the specified quality management
in the tertiary sector and a complex nature of the over-
all quality management of tourism destinations due to
various factors: the number of entities (stakeholders)
involved in production and marketing the products and
services in a destination and the problem of pinpointing
and characterising tourists expectations. Furthermore,
the European Commission (2000, p. 19) states that the
IQM approach recommended for tourism destinations
includes five main levels:

¢ partner identification (definition of the common
project, determination of the lead partner, divi-
sion of responsibilities among all partners),

+ decision making about taking action (definition
of strategy and polices referring to all the key
elements such as human and natural resources,
attractions, cultural heritage etc., all stakehold-
ers and their planned roles and tasks, making the
plan of activities),

+ implementation of the agreed action (before, dur-
ing and after the tourists visit),

+ measurement of the effects of undertaken activi-
ties (determination and measurement of the main
indicators) and

¢ evaluation and adjustments of the results (the ba-
sis for recommendation for all stakeholders from
the public and private sector).

Destination and its understanding of the importance
of the synergies as well as strong differences play the key
role in MICE industry. According to Redor (2016), MICE
tourism differs from leisure tourism (Fig. 1). The most



Leisure Tourism Business events/MICE

=  Fun and leisure

Purpose of Visit

= Exploring new destination and learning new cultures

= Business networking and information sharing
Education & certification
Business networking

= Affordability

Main Drivers
= Kind of leisure activities available

= Uniqueness of destination and culture

= State of domestic economy

= Quality of Business Events-related infrastructure,
such as convention/ meeting venues and hotels

= Affordability and connectivity

= Individual tourists
=  Tour wholesalers
= Travel agents

Decision Makers

= Meeting Planners/AMCs
= Professional Congress/Exhibition Organizers
= Associations and corporates

Expenditure

= Personal expenditure, on leisure activity, shopping etc

= Business and personal expenditure, amounting to 2-
3 times that of a leisure visitor

= Tour operators/travel agents

Service Providers = Hotels
= Airlines

= PCOs/DMCs/EMCs
= Vlasnici prostora (prostora za skupove i priredbe)
= Kongresni centri

Marketing Approach

= Broadcast marketing to end consumers (tourists)
= Tour packages through tour operators/travel agents

Bidding for international conventions/ exhibitions
Lobbying with government and trade bodies
Direct selling to corporates and associations

Figure 1. Leisure Tourism vs. MICE

Source: http://cf.cdn.unwto.org/sites/all/files/pdf/session_2_bruce_redor_quality_in_meetings_industry_tourism_france.pdf

significant difference is in market approach between
leisure and business tourism: leisure tourism is charac-
terised by promotional efforts directed towards end con-
sumers (tourists) and selling of tourism arrangements
through tour operators (organizers of travel packages) or
travel agents. On the other hand, MICE industry includes
joint lobbying of the public and private sectors, prepara-
tion of bids and direct sell to associations and corpora-
tions. Business events have direct microeconomic effects:
increasing employment, directly generated revenues, as
well as tax revenues for the public sector.

In order to become successful, a destination needs
to be strategically oriented towards the development of
MICE products, to coordinate all key stakeholders from
the public and private sectors, to constantly improve
congress and general infrastructure, as well as to imple-
ment the appropriate system of destination governance
and management. Boundaries of MICE destinations do
not necessarily coincide with the boundaries of destina-
tions in terms of leisure tourism. Also, MICE destina-
tions in the broader sense can refer not only to a city or
town, but also to the resort, district, region, and ulti-
mately the country. MICE destination is not exclusively
related to the urban area. Bearing in mind the fact that
MICE guests (business traveller, delegate), according to
the estimates, daily spend on average 556 USD within a
destination (according to ICCA on a world scale), which
includes hotel accommodation and all expenditures out-
side the hotel, which is at least three times more than the
consumption of “ordinary” tourists, it is clear why many

countries are interested in development of this tourism
product. Firstly, they are expecting a good financial re-
sult, significant profit for the local economy. However,
MICE industry is much more. Based on the experience
of developed MICE destinations, which are at the same
time developed economies, it can be said that the well-
thought strategy of MICE industry development, jointly
defined by the public and private stakeholders, had a
strong effect on the overall economic development of
these countries. Through a strategically conceived lob-
bying, public sector and all relevant MICE stakeholders
target business events and conferences from those sec-
tors which have been identified as important for future
development of the economy of these countries, in both
association and corporate markets.

MICE industry is important because it represents
an excellent basis for the so-called “invisible export”
knowledge, technology, expertise and a platform for
“knowledge-based society”. The organization of busi-
ness events and conferences is an opportunity for the
local companies, professional associations, scientists and
experts to come in contact with the companies that are
leaders in certain branch or leading experts in a par-
ticular field in the world to expand their network of
contacts and, finally, to establish business or scientific
cooperation that will contribute to economic and social
development. The organization of such events is a pow-
erful lever in branding countries in business, academic,
scientific and professional circles. On the other hand,
momentum to the development of the MICE industry
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runs the whole spiral of investment activities, of which
the most visible are investments in the hotel industry
(hospitality industry). Consequently, we can talk about
an increasing number of employees in tourism sector,
increasing number of arrivals and overnights, increas-
ing tourism inflow, increasing level of total consump-
tion etc. In this regard, it is of great importance to es-
tablish the management structure in the entire MICE
destination that will have the capacity to coordinate all
stakeholders, since that is a precondition for successful
development of MICE destination and achievement of
the planned objectives. This role, having in mind ex-
periences of already developed MICE destinations, is
given to the convention bureau, whose task is coordi-
nation of activities, but also coordination of interests of
all stakeholders from the public and private sectors on
the destination. The convention bureau needs to define
and follow the implementation of the quality standards
that will comply with the existing internationally ac-
cepted quality standards in the MICE industry, which
primarily relate to both the supply side (conference in-
frastructure, hotel, transport connections, the agency
engaged in organizing the event, price range efc.) and
the demand side (professional associations, corporate
clients, number of delegates, the duration of the event,
spending per delegate etc.). After the decline in the pe-
riod 2000-2004, the conference industry achieved the
largest growth worldwide since 2005, but despite the
mentioned growth, there are certain trends that con-
vention bureaus must take into account (UNWTO 2014;
GCB 2013; own research based on ICCA Statistics re-
ports 2000-2015): shorter duration of events; a smaller
number of organized events; new destinations (e.g. such
as those in China, Korea etc.) are becoming increasingly
competitive to already established leaders in this area;
the issue of safety and security is a major challenge in
the selection process of a MICE destination as a result
of the growing threat of terrorism in the world (Cam-
piranon, 2006).

Integrated quality management (IQM) is an inte-
gral part of the destination management (Zabkar et al.,
2010) and we can say it is also one of the key success
factors of MICE destinations. Consumer satisfaction
is in the focus of this system. The image of the entire
destination, consumers’ expectations (Armstrong et al.,
1997), and the perceived quality of destination attrib-
utes (Cole et al., 2006) and services (Lee et al., 2000)
create the perceived value that is the basis for consumer
satisfaction, which should result in loyalty creation. In
addition to the standard characteristics of IQM in de-
veloping as well as developed MICE destinations, an
integrated system of quality management for MICE in-
dustry is developed. IQM involves the management of
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defined quality standards, both on the supply and the
demand side. Quality standards are usually defined by
the global MICE industry associations. In their defini-
tion, a consensus between the leading players is crucial
because only the standards defined “inside” should en-
able sustainable development for the industry, but at
the same time, they should be defined flexibly in order
to be eligible for diversified MICE industry (organ-
izers of events of different sizes, different number of
participants efc.) and focused on measurable results.
The standards are usually related to the definition of
the quality required for determination of the meet-
ing venue, technological equipment, accommodation,
transport connections, the quality of the place/destina-
tion, environmental issues, training and education of
personnel, professional materials efc. Implementation
of standards should be on a voluntary basis. Quality
standards must include every element and every phase
of organization. IQM represents a guarantee of a cer-
tain level of quality. Convention bureau is precisely the
mechanism that is acting as the coordinator in the im-
plementation of IQM at the destination.

The good examples are: Best City Global Alliance
(world’s first convention bureau association) and Thai-
land Convention and Exhibition Bureau. The Best City
Global Alliance represents the capitals or leading cities of
the following countries: Germany, Colombia, South Af-
rica, Denmark, UAE, Scotland, the USA, Australia, Sin-
gapore, Japan and Canada. The association was founded
with the aim to advance and homogenize the quality of
services delivered to the clients, thus adding value to the
competitiveness of the mentioned convention destina-
tions. Those standards include training of employees,
internal/external audits of service standards, supplier
control process, management of client requirements,
events promotional support, destination expertise, bid
assistance, convention planning, on-site event servic-
ing and post-event evaluation. Thailand Convention
and Exhibition Bureau (TCEB) adopted a set of qual-
ity standards of destination management (ISO 2200:
for food management system, ISO 50001: for energy
management system, National skills: for MICE indus-
try, TISI 22300: for MICE security management system,
ISO 20121: for event management sustainability system,
Thailand” MICE hotel standards, ISO 9001: for quality
management system). TCEB carries out the procedure
of certification of those subjects who voluntarily meet
these standards, and consequently, wish to provide ser-
vices in the MICE industry. Due to the results TCEB
achieved by implementing these standards, all countries
of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN)
have accepted them.



THE CASE STUDY: SERBIA CONVENTION BUREAU

Serbia Convention Bureau (the SCB) was established
almost 10 years ago. The SCB started its first official ac-
tivities during May 2007, by exhibiting at the IMEX, The
Meetings Industry Tradeshow. It was formed as a sec-
tor within the National Tourism Organization of Serbia
(NTOS), and is still keeping this form. The establish-
ment of SCB was foreseen by the Strategy for Tourism
Development 2005-2015, since the MICE was declared
as the “quick win” product for Serbia, mainly due to the
inherited congress infrastructure, which was (more or
less) ready for international sale and promotions. It was
supported from the very beginning by the MICE in-
dustry stakeholders - congress centres, hotels and other
providers that have grown together with the SCB in the
last 10 years. In 2007, when the SCB was established,
Serbia was ranked the 72" on the global ranking of des-
tinations attracting international association meetings,
with 21 international association meetings held in Ser-
bia. Three years later, Serbia joined the top 50 interna-
tional destinations and moved to the 47" position. In
2015, Serbia reached the 43 place in the world, and is
still maintaining that position.
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Novi Sad
4 —— Subotica

= Zlatibor
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2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014

Figure 2. Number of international meetings in Serbia

Source: ICCA Statistics Reports 2007-2015

The total number of meetings in 2014 more than
tripled, thus making Serbia one of the fastest growing
MICE destinations in the world. The total number of
delegates at international meetings in Serbia increased
from 3555 in 2007 to 11926 in 2014, out of which almost
70% attended meetings in Belgrade. In 2014, Belgrade
assumed 50" position in the world and 23" in Europe
with 50 international meetings (business events). There
are two internal, destination-related reasons for this in-
tensive growth, besides external factors not under the
destination control.
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Figure 3. Number of delegates at international
meetings in Serbia

Source: ICCA Statistics Reports 2007-2015
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Figure 4. Number of events by category
“size of the event”

Source: ICCA Statistics Reports 2007-2015

High growth rates are due to the low starting posi-
tion of Serbia as a MICE destination that has undergone
certain socio-economic challenges. However, low star-
ing position means that there is a small number of inter-
national meetings, limited number of service providers
and the lack of understanding of the importance of the
MICE industry for Serbia. In such a situation, growth
usually does not just happen. It has to be driven, and
establishment of the SCB was the first reason for the
success of Serbia as a MICE destination. It brought bet-
ter international promotion and proper monitoring of
the market trends. The second reason for the progress
is based on the SCB’s implementation of IQM activities.
The foremost activity that adds value to the total quality
of Serbian meetings industry product is the partnership
relationship between the SCB and the MICE industry
stakeholders. Having in mind that the SCB is part of the
National Tourism Organization of Serbia, and therefore
not entirely eligible for the membership-based coopera-
tion with the industry, the partnership model has been
implemented. One of the most important rules that
the SCB follows is the “golden rule” of treating equally
all industry partners. According to the SCB’s web site
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(www.scb.travel), there are 73 industry partners clas-
sified into congress centres, hotels, agencies and other
providers. Industry is influencing the SCB activities
through the Industry Board and Expat Advisory. These
bodies are informal and voluntary, and their decisions
are not binding but rather advisory. However, they are
of crucial importance.

Through partnership agreements, the SCB has man-
aged to increase total capacities offered to international
clients, since the SCB started to coordinate all activities
and marketing focused on foreign clients. Before the es-
tablishment of the SCB, all sales and marketing activities
on the MICE industry market were limited to individual
efforts. The partnership has been used as a joint plat-
form for better and more effective sales-oriented com-
munication directly towards international clients. In
order to sustain the growth of the MICE tourism, the
SCB needed to implement additional measures of IQM.
That is why the SCB initiated the process of industry
standardization. This process allows partners from the
industry to build-up their capacities according to the
standards recommended by the international associa-
tions such as International Congress and Convention
Association (ICCA), Meetings Professionals Interna-
tionals (MPI), International Association of Professional
Congress Organizers (IAPCO) and Convention Indus-
try Council (CIC). It was initiated at the beginning of
2016, and the full implementation is expected by the end
of 2017. One of the most important aspects is to make
clear differentiation between travel intermediaries (they
are all still registered as travel agencies): destination
management companies (DMC), professional congress
organizer (PCO), event management company (EMC)
and the travel agency per se (that was regulated by the
amendments to the Tourism Law, October 2015). This
clarification will also help the clients to understand the
scope of the work of the chosen agency, and will help
agencies to specialize themselves. Furthermore, the ho-
tels will be classified into congress hotels, hotels with
congress capacities and additional hotels. The standards
will also be coordinated with the ministry in charge of
tourism, since there is the need to make the MICE tour-
ism and industry more visible among the government
decision makers.

The final step of the IQM implementation by the
SCB in Serbia is related to developing better visibility
of the SCB and Serbian MICE industry. For this reason,
the SCB has initiated the Ambassador program - the
initiative that gathers all influential academicians, pro-
fessors, scientists, and professionals in their field - in
order to communicate wider values and benefits that in-
ternational congresses and events are bringing to Serbia,
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not just those of increased spending, overnights and col-
lected taxes. Those wider values are gathered around the
idea of knowledge-based societies, promotion of knowl-
edge, expertise, science and research. Working together
with the ambassadors on bringing international events,
the SCB is setting up a platform for promotion of do-
mestic know-how and expertise to the world, bringing
international knowledge and expertise to Serbia, and
creating opportunity for Serbia to be internationally
recognised as the centre of excellence in the certain field.

All of the mentioned activities need to be supported
by sufficient resources - financial, human and know-
how. At the moment, only 3 employees are working
in the SCB, which represents 10% of all employees
in NTOS. The budget of the SCB is 5-7% of NTOS’s
budget. Having in mind what the SCB and Serbia have
achieved in the field of MICE tourism, the implemented
quality management steps can be recognized as one of
the key success factors. According to the analysis of the
activities of the SCB in 2015, 80% of the annual budget
was used to cover the costs of organization of two major
trade shows (IMEX, IBTM). The remaining 20% is in-
vested in the following undertakings: site inspection, fa-
miliarization tours and bidding for international events.
Therefore, it is important to understand that the limited
resources are effectively and strategically used, resulting
in direct MICE business volume of over 2.5 million euro
for Serbia.

Also, having in mind the standards defined by the
Best Cities Alliance, the Serbia Convention Bureau has
the following standards fulfilled: 1) staff training: alt-
hough there are three employees, and that the Bureau
suffered employee generation change, we can say that
all employees have necessary knowledge and are in-
volved in the industry hands-on trainings; 2) supplier
control process: although meetings product is not totally
under control of any the SCB or DMO in the world,
Serbia Convention Bureau is working hard on supply
side coordination, and this is done through industry
board meetings, annual meetings of the industry, and
through regular 1-on-1 meetings with service providers.
The principal idea is to coordinate sales and marketing
efforts, so that the image consistency can be achieved;
3) management of client requirements: the SCB is deal-
ing with this activity daily, through responding to client
requirements, but also through proactive search of new
prospective leads and clients; 4) promotional support to
events: the SCB provides support to local associations
and local corporations in promotion of their interna-
tional event in Serbia in order to maintain it, or to in-
crease the number of delegates in Serbia; 5) destination
expertise: the SCB can be categorized as a destination



expert, having in mind the relationship with all partners,
but also networking within the attractions, experiences
and others; 6) bid assistance: the SCB is the leading pro-
cess of bidding for international events, and it also pro-
vides support to local PCO, congress centres and local
societies in this process. Services that are currently not
being done by the SCB are: convention planning, on-site
event servicing and post — event evaluation. The reason
for that are limited resources, both human and financial.

LIMITATIONS

Most conclusions concerning Serbia’s performan-
ces are based on the International Convention and
Congress Association (ICCA) data, which relies solely
on the figures related to the events organised by inter-
national associations. This means that only a portion
of the MICE industry volume is captured. There are
several reasons for this; the most important is that a
number of corporate, government and other forms of
meetings are not publicly reported.

CONCLUSION

Integrated quality management has a broader context
than “product and service quality”, and it brings a com-
prehensive set of benefits to the destination, businesses
and the local community. IQM is vital for the success
of one tourism destination in modern tourism market.
This is especially important for tourism destinations that
are at developmental stage, as is the case with Serbia.
Bearing in mind the benefits and importance of MICE
tourism for destinations, systematic approach to qual-
ity destination management is an imperative. The Serbia
Convention Bureau can be classified as the successful
MICE tourism related destination management organi-
zation on a national level. A successful DMO in MICE
sector needs to follow and implement quality standards
suggested by industry associations. As shown in the Ser-
bia case study, the standards of successful convention
bureau include: employee capacity building, supplier
cooperation, client relationship management, congress
promotional support and bidding process. Product de-
velopment is a key ingredient for all these standards. The
current level of the SCB’s activities is on the maximum
having in mind the human and financial limitations. For
further development of Serbia as a MICE destination,
certain challenges need to be tackled internally. First,
investment in the promotion of Serbia as a MICE des-
tination is relatively low (only 5-7% of entire tourism
promotion budget). For better results, the MICE budget
should not be smaller than 12-15%. Secondly, increas-
ing the number of employees would increase the level of

operations, leading to a greater number of international
events. The Serbia Convention Bureau should have at
least 5 full time employees. Externally, the biggest chal-
lenge is renovation of the leading congress capacity and
major congress centre (The Sava Centre). It requires ur-
gent reconstruction, as well as a completely new manage-
ment system.
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