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As a sports event planner, you can benefit
from the experience of others in the indus-
try. Industry peers can provide insight into
some of the same challenges you’re facing
and share the tools and techniques that
worked—along with some that didn’t—for
their events that could also work for your
events. SportsEvents talked with several
industry professionals in developing a

“Do’s & Don’ts Playbook” for plan-
ning sports events. While they all may

not apply to your events, we’re certain
you’ll learn something valuable from the
do’s and don’ts offered by these industry
professionals who have “been there, done
that,” as Jon Schmieder, president of the
Phoenix Regional Sports Commission and
2009-2010 chair of the National
Association of Sports Commissions, said.
“Even after more than 12 years in the
industry, I still lean on a lot of respected
leaders in the industry to guide me.”

1. DO: Draft A 
Master To-Do List
“Have a plan and work the
plan,” advised Nick Caringi,
senior director of operations
and education for Little
League Baseball and Softball.
“It may need adjusting, but at
least you have something to
adjust.”

Your starting plan should
include a master to-do list
defining each task, experts
said. This to-do list could be a
simple checklist that you keep
handy, or you could keep it in
the front of a three-ring
binder to organize in one
place all of the details of indi-
vidual events. This might
include categories such as
registration, transportation,
contracts, permits, budgets,
logistics, timelines, vendors,
awards, staffing, and a master
schedule.

Doug Martin, national
director for the State Games
of America, said it’s impor-
tant to review the master
timeline on a periodic basis to

make sure critical matters aren’t over-
looked. “The to-do list should be organ-
ized and easily accessible,” he said. “It’s
much easier to sleep at night when you
have a system to keep track of all of the
hundreds, perhaps thousands, of miscella-
neous details for your event.”

“Make sure you are 100 percent pre-
pared when the event starts. Never leave
details that could be planned ahead of time
on your to-do list,” said Laura Darling,
director of strategic partnerships for USA
Field Hockey and event organizer for the
2009 BDO Junior World Cup.

2. DO: Plan Backwards
After determining all of the tasks that need
to be performed and in what sequence,
event organizers should assign a deadline
for each task based on how much time is
involved for each. “A good rule of thumb
is to figure out when you need an item in
hand—for example: awards, merchandise
and/or equipment—and then plan back-
wards, taking into account the time needed
for production, shipping, inventory and
distribution,” Martin said, noting that you
should always allow extra time for ship-
ping or production delays.

3. DO: Create A 
Contingency Plan
A contingency plan should be in place for
any and all “what if” scenarios. “Don’t
underestimate the impact of influences 
outside of your control,” said Tim Ryan,
president/CEO of the Honda Center in
Anaheim, Calif. Darling agreed. “Always
have a plan A, B and C, and never assume,”
she said, emphasizing that anything can
happen at any time. “We have plans for
venue evacuation and shelters, as well as
quick restarts once the storm passes.”

You can effectively plan for everything
that you know needs to be done, but your
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Do
n Think creatively and strategically

n Draft a master to-do list

n Plan backwards

n Create a contingency plan

n Develop a streamlined staffing structure

n Design a comprehensive marketing/PR campaign

n Have a well-established communications plan

n Work with local partners

n Bring every possible resource to the table

n Assess and evaluate the event

Don’t
n Overlook small details

n Wait until the last minute

n Isolate yourself

n Under-staff or neglect volunteers

n Create a lopsided deal

n Forget who the target audience is

n Underestimate the impact of customer service

n Assume that you will not have to make special

accommodations

n Fall in love with an event

n Think that all events will succeed
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planning skills will be tested when unfore-
seen problems arise, according to David
Stotlar, Ph.D., director for the School of
Sport and Exercise Science at the
University of Northern Colorado. “The key
to planning is trying to figure out what you
don’t know.”

4. DO: Work With Local Partners
When planning an event, it’s important to
identify key representatives in the host city
and to utilize local resources. Steve Penny,
president of USA Gymnastics, suggested
sports event planners “develop win-win
partnerships with local operations that will
help make the event successful and prof-
itable for all parties.” These might include
the national governing body or other sports
organizations; the convention and visitors
bureau (CVB), sports commission or
chamber of commerce; and the local com-
munity and business owners. 

In terms of partnerships, Schmieder said
it’s good to know who is responsible for
what. “Define expectations of each partner
in advance of the event.”

5. DO: Have A Communications
Plan In Place
Communication is the key to any success-
ful event. As Monica Paul, director of
sports marketing at the Dallas CVB, said,
“Develop and effectively communicate
your vision…to those who want to help
you grow the event.”

Caringi added that it’s important to
develop a plan to communicate event
details to all staff, volunteers, attendees
and spectators. Keep key staff and volun-
teers updated on logistics and operations
so that they can effectively communicate
any changes or issues. Likewise, keep all
important event details and information in
a central location that can be easily refer-
enced during the event. “We have a meet-
ing every morning of the event,” he said.
“Our event schedule consists of everything
from game operations to personnel assign-
ments to game times. All staff carry these
schedules so they’ll not only know when
to be where but also to be able to provide
spectators with event information.”

6. DON’T: Isolate Yourself
One of the most common mistakes of

event organizers is isolating themselves and
not delegating tasks. Due to the complex
nature of events, there are too many details
and too many things going on at once for
event organizers to manage on their own,
Caringi said. “Sometimes you get caught
up in trying to manage everything on your
own. In our operations department, we
have to delegate tasks to other staff mem-
bers and trust that we’ve prepared them for
those tasks. This allows us to focus more
on the production of the event.”

7. DON’T: Overlook The 
Small Details
While event organizers often focus on
major details such as registration, venue
selection and the schedule, they sometimes
lose focus of smaller details such as having
enough pens at the registration table, pro-
viding coffee for event volunteers or mak-
ing sure there is enough toilet paper in the
restrooms. These small details can have a
big impact on your event, Rosenberg
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said. “Don’t overlook small details. You
can never spend too much time planning
every minor detail of your event.”

8. DON’T: Create A 
Lopsided Deal
While it’s understood that event organizers
will want to respect their interests in the
sports events they hold, they have to con-
sider the other parties as well. “Don’t
assume you know what each partner in the
event wants,” said Schmieder, noting that
“it’s good to get any agendas out on the
table in the beginning.”

Penny warned against creating a “lop-
sided deal. Think strategically and at the
highest level about what you want to
achieve with your event. Make sure you
have everyone’s best interest in mind.”

9. DON’T: Under-Staff Or
Neglect Volunteers
Some of the most effective and detailed
event plans fail the day the event starts
due to improper staffing or volunteers.
“Because most event planners do not
have unlimited budgets, volunteers are
necessary and usually the glue to a suc-
cessful event,” Paul said. “Hold a pre-
event volunteer meeting or assign a vol-
unteer coordinator to handle their assign-
ments to help minimize some of the on-
site time required to delegate work. Also,
make sure you welcome and thank them,
as well as create a positive experience for
them so they’ll want to help again with
future events.”

10. DON’T: Underestimate
Customer Service
Customer service begins the moment the
event is announced and continues through
the final wrap-up. “The ability to under-
stand and effectively respond in a timely
manner to your customers’ concerns can
go a long way in keeping them tied into
your organization or attending your event
for years to come,” Paul said.

Rosenberg and Ryan agreed. “Don’t
forget the target audience of your events
and their expectations,” Rosenberg said.
“And don’t think that all events will suc-
ceed,” Ryan said. “If they did, then every-
one would want to be an event planner or
promoter.”


