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CLIP & SAVE CHECKLIST

Audiovisual Aid

How to plan, negotiate for,
and oversee setup of AV

BY DANA LYNN BERNSTEIN

othing enriches your meet-

ing’s message more than

audiovisual aids. Unfortun-

ately, nothing undermines a
meeting’s impact more than audiovisu-
al glitches. To avoid this, you need to
be as knowledgeable as possible about
audiovisual equipment, and know the
correct questions to ask when working
with a hotel and its AV staff. Here’s a
detailed checklist of AV-related con-
cerns to keep in mind before and dur-
ing a site inspection.

Pre-Planning

¢ Determine your speakers’ AV
needs. How many rooms will you need
for the equipment? Can you have pre-
senters with similar needs speak on the
same day? You may run into a high-
tech presenter who requires very spe-
cialized, expensive equipment: Ask the
AV technician what reasonably priced
substitute he or she would recommend.
For small meetings, your group might
manage with flipcharts or overhead

projectors. Larger meetings will need
more planning and equipment.
¢/ For a price quote, send the hotel
contact and AV manager a best esti-
mate or preliminary AV requirement
list. Also send your proposed room dia-
gram and ask if the setup is feasible.
¢/ Obtain a hotel floorplan, including
the meeting space dimensions and
name of the room you are blocked into.
¢ Check the room width. My rule of
thumb is at least 40-foot width for any
ballroom. Remember, you may need to
account for:

® A head table (how many people
will sit there? no one at the table should
be in the sightline of the screen)

@ The screen (how wide is it? do
you have dual projection?)

@ A lectern (those supplied by hotels
are usually four feet wide)
¢ Ask if the room has any obstructions
(pillars that can prohibit your attendees
from seeing the screen, e.g.).
v What is the ceiling height, the clear-
ance of chandeliers? The room could
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have a 12-foot ceiling, but a five-foot
chandelier in the middle of the room
could prevent attendees from seeing the
screen.

¢ Can the hotel handle the amount of
equipment you need, with the proper
amount of electrical voltage and num-
ber of outlets? Are outlets so far from
the screen that wires will need to be
taped to the floor?

¢ How many guests are you expect-
ing? Consider seating capacities in the
meeting room and the setup (school-
room, theater, banquet). I prefer two
people at a six-foot table or three peo-
ple at an eight-foot table so no one is
straddling a table leg. For banquets,
eight people at a 60-inch round or 10
people at a 66-inch or 72-inch round is
comfortable.

¢/ Be aware that the hotel’s room dia-
gram lists the maximum room capacity.
It does not take into account AV or
stage requirements; it usually takes into
account the maximum of three people
per six-foot table.

¢ Does the meeting room have win-
dows? If so:

@ Are there built-in blackout drapes
or curtains? If so, make sure these close
all the way, or can be clipped together
to reduce the amount of light coming
into your meeting room.

® You may need to pay to pipe and
drape the windows, which may not be
as decorative as curtains.
¢ What is the quality of the house
sound system? (Hotels that have space
for large groups tend to have decent
sound systems.)
¢ Consider renting a sound system to
enhance the audio portion of the pro-
gram (make sure, however, the room
can handle the extra power needed to
run it).
¢/ Add to the contract the name of the
room you are blocked into, plus a sen-
tence stating that the hotel cannot
move you to another room without
your prior written consent. This way,
you will not be moved to a smaller
room that cannot accommodate your
AY needs,

The Site Check

¢ If time or budget prevents your
doing a site inspection, ask the hotel to
send you detailed pictures of the space
you are blocked into. Ask your hotel
contact to take the pictures; offer to pay
for the film and developing. Specify
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“The meeting will start as soon as Mooney and Phillips stop
fighting over the prune danish.”

your goals so you get usable pictures.

¢ Once you arrive on site (or obtain
pictures of the ballroom), confirm your
initial questions about the meeting
space. I was once told that a pillar in
the room was toward the back and
would not interfere with the sightline of
the attendees. However, I arrived on

site to find the pillar was smack in the
middle of the room.

Time and Labor Concerns

¢ If the AV required for your meeting
is extensive, block the space the night
before for setup. If your meeting is in
the moming, you will need to set up the
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afternoon before. Find out what the
group blocked into the ballroom before
you is doing regarding seating and AV.
If they have the same setup (or similar),
you may be able to reduce your setup
labor costs, perhaps split some equip-
ment costs, and not have to worry
about staying up late to do sound
checks, etc.

¢/ During your site check, ask if you
can see a meeting in progress (one that

|SUCCESSFUL METHODS [Suy

is in the room blocked for your group
and one that uses a sufficient amount
of AV equipment—not just a flipchart).
¢/ If a meeting is not occurring during
your site visit, or if you cannot get to
the hotel to do one, ask the AV manag-
er what he or she recommends.

¢ In general, the AV techs prefer to
set up the room as early as possible so
they can fix any glitches. Make sure
your AV contacts are there one hour
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prior to your event, so they can clear
up any last-minute problems, like
changing slide projector bulbs.

Some general questions (and sug-
gestions) during a site check will assist
you in planning the AV portion of your
program:

v Meet with the AV manager who was
assigned to your group and find out
what company he/she is with: the in-
house AV company or an outside ven-
dor?

¢ If you are contracting with an AV
company outside the hotel, meet with
the person who will be on site during
your meeting:

@ If you have an outside contractor,
make sure the hotel will not charge you
(i.e., the hotel technician does not have
to oversee the outside tech or do any
miscellaneous equipment setups
because of hotel policy)

® [s your outside vendor allowed on
the premises? Is there a charge for
bringing in your own company?
¢ Discuss the preliminary AV list you
sent and the price quote in detail with
the AV manager. Make sure he/she will
be present during your meeting.

@ Explain your program format

® Ask whether you may have forgot-
ten some items

® Ask what he/she recommends in
addition (or what is not needed)
¢ Does the hotel get a percentage of
the AV profit? If yes, this is a good
negotiating point; you may be able to
guarantee a certain amount of AV
equipment and get a lower rate on
another portion of your meeting.
¢/Is the AV company you are using
with a union? When does their contract
expire? Do they have certain rules you
need to follow (i.e., labor minimums).
¢/ If you are producing the AV and
just need to rent the hotel’s equipment,
you may be eligible for a producer’s
discount—it ranges from 10 percent to
25 percent—off the equipment
charges.
¢ Does the room have a light control?
Can you master-control the lights to cut
down on labor costs?
¢ Do the ballroom lights dim? This
may be necessary for a few reasons:

® Quality viewing of the slides (the
darker the room, the better the slide is
projected—especially with front-screen
projection)

® The program moderator will
want to see the audience during a
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question-and-answer session

® The audience may want to take
notes during the meeting
v’ Are the ballroom lights separated
by sections? If you are having rear-
screen projection, there can be no
lights on behind the screen (if the
lights are not separated by sections,
you may need to consider front-screen
or ask the AV manager to make other
suggestions).

@ As a rule, fluorescent lights are not
good for enhancing slide quality

® Can the bulbs for “can lights” in
the ceiling be unscrewed? Will there be
a labor charge?

® Also, if a “can light” is above the
screen, the bulb will need to be taken
out so the image on the screen won't
look washed out
¢ Is the air-conditioner control in the
room? Know where it is and how to
work it, in case the room gets overheat-
ed from all the equipment being used.
A comfortable room temperature is 70
degrees.
¢ Do airwalls separate the rooms?
How thick are they? Are rooms sound-
proofed?
¢/ Is there a meeting next to yours?

® What time does their program
start and conclude?

® What level of AV do they have?

@ Will there be sound bleed?
v Where is the kitchen in relation to
your meeting room? Will the noise of
dishwashers and staff compete with
your meeting?
¢ Does the hotel have enough staging
or will you have to rent what you need?
How much will it cost? (I usually place
an extra piece of staging in front of the
regular staging, to form a “C” shape.
This provides the speaker with a better
sightline to the screen for slides: allot
about 12 feet from the screen to the
front of the stage.)
v Before you sign any contracts with
the hotel and/or with the AV company,
make sure these points are understood
and in writing:

® Tell AV staffers what time you
expect them to be finished with the
setup (no wires should be taped down
until you approve the setup). This way
you can avoid a setup charge if the
room was not set according to the dia-
gram you approved

® Any additional work the com-
pany will charge you for should be
approved by you (to avoid as much as
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® Inform the AV people what the
seating setup is—schoolroom, theater,
banquet, etc.—and how many guests
you are expecting

@ Ask that all backup equipment is
at no charge (sometimes there is a 50-
percent charge)

® Schedule a light and sound check
in the room before your meeting (tell
techs what time this is so they are in
the room and ready)

@ Indicate how you will pay for the
AV charges. Make this clear so you do
not contend with “but so-and-so verbal-
ly approved this extra charge.”

® All the bulbs and batteries in the
machines should be new and replaced
daily, if the show is going on for a
number of days

® Ask the contractor for references
from planners who organized an AV
show with the AV staff no more than six
months prior to your meeting
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® Make it clear that all equipment
you rent must be state-of-the-art and
will be replaced with a newer version at
no charge if you find it to be outdated

® The technicians should tell you
when they are going on break and
when they will be back

® Provide the technicians with a
meeting agenda (room names, program
start/finish time, and dates of the meet-
ing). They should also be supplied

with slide script so they can follow the
show (and know when to advance pro-
gram slides, raise the lights for the
Q&A, etc.)

® The AV technicians who set up the
equipment must be the same people
who work the show (the setup crew
will know what you expect—and you
will know them and have confidence in
their work)

@ The wires on the meeting room
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floor should be taped down before the
show (and not in yellow or a brightly
colored duct tape)

¢/ Most equipment is rented by the
day. If you plan to set up the day before
your event, ask if that day’s equipment
charges (not labor) can be waived.

¢/ Place a table in the back of the room
for AV technicians.

¢/ If applicable, ask different contrac-
tors for quotes (again, make sure you
can bring your own contractor into the
hotel).

¢/ Ask what equipment is already built
into the room (lights, stage, screens).

¢ Remember the 2’ x 8 sightline
rule—the minimum distance from
screen to first row of seats should equal
twice the vertical image on the screen.
Last row should be no farther than
eight times the vertical image.

v The lower edge of the screen should
be at least four feet to five feet off the
ground.

¢/ Use this rule to determine your ceil-
ing height requirements:

FOR A 9’ X 12’ SCREEN:

9" for the screen height

+ 4'-5' off the ground (top of
riser to bottom of screen)

+ 12 for stage height (stages
come in 127, 16”, 24", and
32”, but 12” is the standard
height)

+ 1'-2’ extra room on the top
of the screen for a valance

=17’ ideal ceiling height

¢/ For dual-screen projection (two
screens side by side), make sure the
ballroom is wide enough. Two screens
will be used if you have a program
slide projected throughout the meeting
on one side, and a “content” slide on
the other side. It can also be used when
a speaker wants to compare and con-
trast two slides.

¢/ The larger the audience, the higher
the stage should be. The technician’s
stage should be the same height as the
stage at the front of the room. |

Dana Lynn Bernstein, CMP, plans
domestic and international meetings
for MPE Communications, a medical
projects company located in Fair
Lawn, New Jersey. To reach her, call

(201) 796-6500, ext. 239.
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