
We have received a number of requests to share 
my opening comments at our recent IFEA 2024 
Annual Convention & Expo last month in Pitts-
burgh, Pennsylvania. As we all reflect on a year  
of continued post-pandemic challenges and look 
forward to the New Year, with all of its many 
hopes, and possibilities, and magic, I am pleased 
to share them with you below:

Good morning! And welcome! 
Do you remember the magic? I hope we 

all do. 
For those who watched the Paris 

2024 Olympic games opening ceremony 
(the first post-pandemic games), just a 
few short weeks ago (more recently for 
those following the paralympic games) 
you were among nearly 29 million other 
viewers who tuned-in to one of the world’s 
acknowledged mega events, impacted 
heavily by the power of refocusing. As 
would be expected, there were certainly 
many reviews, opinions, accolades, 
and criticisms, following quickly after 
the lighting of the Olympic cauldron (a 
salute to events themselves, designed 
as a hot-air balloon, in recognition of 
the invention of that spectacular event 
element by 18th-century French aviation 
pioneers, launching from the same site in 
1783, as the cauldron was lit in 2024) and 
the closing notes of Celine Dion’s moving 
finale atop the Eiffel tower. There were 
also many, many unique challenges (from 
weather, to technology and special effects, 
to programming choices and venues, 
to environmental and health cautions, 
terrorism concerns, and broadcast 
coverage on such a large and spread 
out scale) to be overcome, and the not 
surprising…but certainly unintentional…
missteps, by a visible and/or audible few 
among the thousands of players involved 
in such a massive production (from those 
announcing the teams, to the Olympic flag 
inadvertently being attached and raised 
upside down after a long journey by the 
Olympic spirit on mechanical horseback 

down the Seine River). At the same time, 
there were also (and arguably many more) 
spectacular, inspiring, and memorable 
moments that will, and should, challenge 
all of us in the festivals and events industry 
to reimagine and refocus our own events, 
at whatever our respective scale may be. 

By refocusing on what the Olympic 
games represent and what the host city 
of Paris hoped to inspire and showcase, 
the producers reinvented for everyone 
(spectators, participants, athletes, viewers, 
broadcasters, security services, et al.) 
what the event was and could be. 

For reaching beyond current formulas and 
comfort zones, to move us all forward, the 
producers of the 2024 Paris Olympic games 
opening ceremony, and the entire Olympic 
games competitions, deserve a gold medal. 

But the most memorable and inspiring 
parts of the Olympics – from the athletes 
to the host city, to the producers and 
performers, to the world we all find 
ourselves maneuvering through today, 
were the stories. Stories of redemption; 
perseverance; resilience; sportsmanship; 
relationships; and overcoming the odds. 
Stories of inspiration; mentoring; joy and 
disappointment. Stories of dreaming, and 
creativity, and inclusivity. Stories that can 
be found in every one of our own events, 
simply waiting to be told.

If there was one broadly overriding and 
important consideration and element that 
the Paris opening succeeded at putting on 
clear display, it was inclusivity. Inclusivity 
that reached across people (including all 
ages, ability levels, and background diversi-
ty groups), culture and events, sports, 

musical genres (often crossing in the same 
segment), art, architecture and venues, 
history, city landmarks, special effects, the 
seine river, and, of course, the athletes 
from 206 countries around the world. 

While certainly a challenging undertaking 
on many fronts and at many levels, and not 
without some downsides (i.e., with such a 
large footprint, there was no singular open-
ing show, for one singular audience) if we 
all refocused on how our own events might 
rethink ourselves, to highlight that level of 
inclusivity and market branding value, even 
in smaller steps and scale, think of the 
returns that might provide to and from all of 
our stakeholders and participants. 

The Olympics brought the world 
community closer together, if only (visibly) 
for two short weeks. But the lasting impact 
(and magic) on so many people, at so 
many levels, will become stories that will 
be shared and told for generations. And 
our own events have that same power, 
every day, across every global region. 

But to do that – much like Olympic and 
professional athletes have started new 
conversations and acceptance around 
taking care of their own mental health - we 
must learn to refocus - for ourselves and 
those around us; for our families and 
teams; our events; and our communities.

As we gather together in the 
inspirational festival and event focused 
city of Pittsburgh, our world continues to 
change around us every day, becoming 
more complicated; often more stressful; 
influenced by both the natural evolution of 
our profession and communities, as well as 
external circumstances beyond our control.

In the last five years alone, we have 
seen a plethora of challenges and hurdles 
that none of us could have imagined a 
decade ago. Health protocols; the nearly 
complete shut-down of live events for 
multiple years; vendor labor shortages; 
the economy; supply chain logjams; 
insurance fluctuations; safety and security 
concerns; environmental expectations; 
technology advances; political agendas 
(local, national and global); financial 
unsustainability; changing entertainment 
trends; generational volunteer shifts; 
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sponsor restructuring and repositioning; 
audience uncertainties; even (arguably) 
over-saturation of some niches of our 
own industry. And that doesn’t count any 
personal challenges that many have faced 
during that same timeframe. 

Factors – especially when considering 
the simultaneous multiplicity of them in 
recent years – that have the understand-
able potential to blur our grand visions 
on any given day. Factors that I would 
argue - from my own perspective - have 
changed us all. Some deeply. To keep 
our events – and ourselves - crystal clear, 
relevant, creative, healthy, and sustainable, 
we must make the time on a regular basis 
– which we have not done often enough - 
to refocus.

Over the next three days we are going 
to ask you to do just that. To refocus 
on the many components, programs, 
and relationships that contribute to our 
respective and cumulative successes and 
strengthen the foundations upon which 
we have built so much. Refocus on being 
the best that we can be; the happiest that 
we can be. Refocus on what (and who) 
inspires us, motivates us, and drives us. 

And to refocus on and remember... 
•	 The joy that we create
•	 The stories that we help to tell
•	 The lives that we touch and motivate
•	 The support that we provide to our 

teams and professional peers
•	 The families, communities and world 

that we bond together
•	 The leadership that we provide
•	 The creativity that we spark and share, 

and 
•	 The dreams that we inspire

…for individuals, for families, for 
friends, for generations, for communities, 
countries, and the world, which needs us 
to be at our best, now, more than ever. 

I encourage each of you to take 
advantage of this unique opportunity 
(and all IFEA opportunities) to reconnect 
with your team, your partners, your 
global friends and peers, and yourself. To 
rediscover the magic that is still inside of 
you; still inside of all of us. Remember why 
you got into this industry in the first place 
and refocus on reigniting or refueling that 
flame, sharing it with others, and passing 
that magic along to your current peers and 
future generations of leaders. 

And speaking of those future 
generations of leaders, yesterday, before 

the official start of the convention, with the 
help and support of the IFEA Foundation 
and our good friends at VisitPittsburgh, 
we held our first-ever student summit on 
careers in festivals and tourism. This day 
of inspiration, networking, and practical 
learning brought together students from 
colleges and universities across the region. 
Attendees were able to learn firsthand 
about career opportunities, industry trends, 
and the essential skills needed to succeed 
in the events and tourism sectors.

Similarly, you will meet during this 
convention our IFEA Foundation legacy 
scholarship recipients. Welcome and 
congratulations to each of you! 

And a number of our attendees this 
year, started out as students in our annual 
IFEA/NRPA Event Management School, 
just about 45 minutes from here at the 
Oglebay National Training Center in 
Wheeling, West Virginia. Sherri Dimuccio, 
Executive Director of the National 
Training Center, will be with us here at the 
convention, as well. 

I led a class at our Event Management 
School, where I started by asking the 
students what events they remember 
(throughout their lifetimes) and why? Then 

we talked about how to replicate that at 
our own events. And I ask all of you to do 
the same. To remember your best event 
and event experiences. To remember the 
magic that has fueled and inspired us 
throughout our careers. Maybe it was the 
faces of the children along a parade route; 
the remarkable dedication of legions of 
volunteers to our visions; an unsolicited, 
shared memory by someone of how an 
event you were responsible for touched 
their families or lives; or maybe it was 
hot-air balloons and orchestral scores 
against a morning sunrise sky; generations 
of friends and families sharing a blanket 

to enjoy a spectacular fireworks display 
in the park; the excitement…and a little 
fear…the first time you recognized that 
a crowd of thousands had gathered 
specifically to enjoy what you had 
dreamed of and worked for months to 
create; and knowing that the event you 
did create reflected your community (to 
visitors and residents, alike) at its best. 
Remember what it felt like to be in the 
position of these young students and 
new professionals who are just entering 
our field. Take time to step away from the 
day-to-day stresses, to refocus, revisit, and 
to remember the magic one more time. 

Recognizing the toll that the challenges 
of the last 5-to-10 years have taken on our 
industry, impacting many good friends and 
longtime industry peers, while researching 
for our Event Insider global industry news 
publication, I have noted a positive trend 
that has expanded and grown, by the 
global media (and our own organizations), 
through the now more regular and accept-
ed use of the term ‘post pandemic era’, a 
term now being considered for inclusion 
in the Collins English dictionary. As in, 
“we had our largest attendance of the 
post pandemic era” or “it was the festivals 

largest economic impact since the start 
of the post-pandemic era.” Which, in 
simple to understand definitions, makes 
a clear and accepted assumption that 
many (if not most) events have not yet fully 
recovered to the numbers, revenues, and 
breadth of programming, of our historical 
record-keeping before 2019 (pre-Covid), 
and that comparisons to those (by others 
or ourselves) are not fair or equal. 

Having noted earlier the plethora of 
challenges that we have all faced in the 
last five to ten years, while I am confident 
that we will all see a return to and rise 
above our pre-2019 successes, to official-

Having noted earlier the plethora of challenges 
that we have all faced in the last five to ten years, 
while I am confident that we will all see a return to 
and rise above our pre-2019 successes, to officially 
define (and accept) the start of a new era for our 
world and industry – a reset – under current, ver-
sus pre-pandemic realities, provides all of us in our 
industry with a new and welcome ‘blank canvas’.
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ly define (and accept) the start of a new 
era for our world and industry – a reset 
– under current, versus pre-pandemic 
realities, provides all of us in our industry 
with a new and welcome ‘blank canvas’. 
A new era, where back-to-the-basics (and 
tighter financial) operations – at least for 
the foreseeable future - are understood by 
all and may even encourage new levels of 
creativity, ingenuity, and possibilities that 
we have not seen for a while. 

The first Broadway musical that I ever 
experienced was ‘Pippin;’ the story of 
the son of King Charlemagne during the 
Middle Ages, as he searched for meaning 
and fulfillment in his life. It was a story not 
about the choice between good and evil, 
but between the acceptance of reality and 
non-reality. 

In the finale, a dazzling troupe of 
performers who have tried throughout 
the musical to push pippin to ‘be 
extraordinary,’ begin to strip him of all the 
things that they believe make him whole. 
They take away the lights, and sound, and 
music, and costumes, and stage sets, 
leaving him without any special props as 
he looks to his future. A point in his life 
where he necessarily refocuses on what 
is really important, accepting that life is 
never perfect, and recognizing that he 
still has the ability to achieve and exceed 
his dreams from this new starting point, 
perhaps better, and happier, than ever 
before. 

And that is where we find ourselves 
today. Much in our worlds has changed, 
and it sometimes feels like so much has 
been taken away, but now we are at a 
new and exciting starting point. A new 
era. A chance to refocus not on our 
resource limitations, but on our creativity. 
A chance to refocus not on the replication 
of past events, but on the quality and 
originality and successes of future events. 
To refocus on our changing audiences, 
and supporters, and volunteers, and 
markets. To dream a little. To dream a lot. 
To build new legacies. 

And the people and resources that you 
need to support and inspire you, as you 
refocus and begin building those new 
legacies, are right here at this convention. 

I encourage you all to reach out; to 
introduce yourselves; to share; be gener-
ous with your time; find some of our new 
young professionals and include them in 
your dinner plans; be open to both learning 
and to sharing; and don’t be afraid to start 
the conversation…you never know where 
it may lead. And I assure you that you are 
surrounded at this convention by friends.

In the days ahead you will find sessions 
on a wide spectrum of topics, issues 
and trends, including sponsorship and 
revenues; technology, creativity and inno-
vation; operations and risk management; 
marketing, branding and media relations; 
leadership and management; host city 
partnerships, and important new sessions 
on resiliency and mental health. 

You’ll find affinity groups to share both 
challenges and opportunities with your 
professional peers ‘on common ground.’

You’ll find cutting-edge vendors in our 

Expo who can help you to take your events 
to the next level. 

And you’ll meet many of our industry’s 
most remarkable, passionate, and creative 
individuals...in every hallway, session and 
social activity. 

You may meet Lisa Pulsifer, Manager 
of Event Support Operations for SXSW, 
an industry icon event that is often at the 
leading edge of new trends and issues; 
or Liz Clifford, Game and Event Manager 
for the Fiesta Bowl, as they maneuver 
through new NCAA conference, playoff and 
broadcast changes; or Xingu (Sing-yu) Lin, 

Chief Advisor to the Qingdao International 
Beer Festival in China. Ask him about his 
book and the many stories around his very 
interesting career. You may meet Jeffrey 
Baldwin, General Manager of the Texas 
Renaissance Fair, recognizable from the 
recent HBO three-part succession battle 
docuseries ‘Ren-Faire’; or perhaps you’ll 
help us welcome Emily Cantrell, the new 
President & CEO for Seattle Seafair, as she 
starts her own new adventure; or Randy 
Dewitz, owner of fanfare attractions, who 
needs a separate hard drive just to hold all of 
his event experience and memories; or Irène 
Morgan from Destination New South Wales 
in Australia (producers of the remarkable 
Vivid Sydney), who would love to talk with 
you about events in her global region of the 
world. And hundreds of their counterparts 
and professional peers...and their stories. 

You’ll meet our speakers and presenters; 
our Affinity Group moderators; our CFEE 
graduates; our Haas & Wilkerson Pinnacle 
Award winners; our IFEA World Festival 
and Event City Award recipients; our IFEA 
World and Foundation board members; our 
Pittsburgh hosts; our sponsors; our IFEA 
Foundation scholarship recipients; our 
vendors; our Volunteer of the Year; and our 
IFEA Hall of Fame recipient. 

All of them here to help us all to refocus 
and remember the magic. 

On behalf of the IFEA World staff 
and team, including all of our volunteers, 
local hosts, speakers, sponsors, service 
providers, exhibitors, and boards, I 
welcome you to Pittsburgh and to the 
IFEA 2024 Annual Convention & Expo, 
presented by atVenu. A place and time to 
Refocus; to learn; to imagine; to share; to 
fine-tune; to expand your horizons; and to 
remember those grand visions that inspire 
you the most. 

Wishing you all a safe, happy and 
healthy holiday season and a bright, 
hopeful and magical year ahead! 

Much in our worlds has changed, and it sometimes 
feels like so much has been taken away, but now 
we are at a new and exciting starting point. A new 
era. A chance to refocus not on our resource lim-
itations, but on our creativity. A chance to refocus 
not on the replication of past events, but on the 
quality and originality and successes of future 
events. To refocus on our changing audiences, and 
supporters, and volunteers, and markets. To dream 
a little. To dream a lot. To build new legacies. 

The first Broadway musical that I ever experienced 
was ‘Pippin;’ the story of the son of King Charlem-
agne during the Middle Ages, as he searched for 
meaning and fulfillment in his life. It was a story 
not about the choice between good and evil, but 
between the acceptance of reality and non-reality.
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