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The principles of designing a convention centre 

It was the American architect Louis Sullivan who coined the phrase “Form follows Function”, in 1896. For 

Sullivan this was distilled wisdom, an aesthetic credo, the single "rule that shall permit of no exception". 

The full quote is thus: 

It is the pervading law of all things organic and inorganic, 

Of all things physical and metaphysical, 

Of all things human and all things super-human, 

Of all true manifestations of the head, 

Of the heart, of the soul, 

That the life is recognizable in its expression, 

That form ever follows function. This is the law. 

This is never truer than for the design of conference centres. 

 

All too often, the way the building looks – the external appearance – becomes the focus of attention. 

Whilst it is certainly true that a conference centre should be an iconic building, it should first and foremost 

be designed from the inside out, ensuring that the function of the building drives the design process. 

 

In order to do this, the function of the intended building has to be understood. This can only be done 

through the eyes of the end user, who can be defined as the operator and the customer. It is the people 

with experience of both the market and the functioning of such a building-type who must produce the 

brief for the design team, based on market demand and intended use. The operational requirements, to 

make the finished building efficient to operate, must always drive the design team, when it comes to any 

decision related to the overall and detailed design, especially when the inevitable cost-saving exercises – 

“Value Management” - take place as the project develops. After all, who but the end user can really 

decide on “value”? 

 

So, always bearing this principle in mind, the design of a conference centre should look at many different 

aspects of the building, establishing the specialist criteria for what is a very specialist building type. This 

is of course a very detailed exercise and this short paper can only touch on the main aspects to be 

considered. The Right Solution has long years of experience in writing briefs for conference centre 

projects, incorporating the principle of end user input, having been both customer and operator, as well 

as having practical experience of many conference centre projects from inception to operation. 

 

A good brief can be split into two main sections, namely general principles and the specific brief for 

individual rooms and areas. The general principles will apply throughout, with specific detail related to the 

various function spaces in detailed sections. 

 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Louis_Sullivan
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General Principles 

The following issues should be addressed: 

 Access 

This covers several distinct types of access, namely: 

 Goods 

 Delegates 

 Staff 

 and should take into account segregation and efficient circulation. 

 Acoustics 

Conference centres have stringent acoustic criteria and these should be described in the brief. 

Taking this forward, design teams should have specialist acousticians with experience of 

conference centres as part of their initial team, as acoustic design can have significant effect on 

building size and mass. 

 Audio Visual Systems 

Another specialist area of this building type, which requires expert input as part of the design 

team. 

 Cabling Infrastructure 

These buildings have massive cabling requirements, which can also impact on the overall size – 

and certainly on cost. 

 Catering 

This is a hugely important area, as it is one of the major revenue-earners for the operation. It is 

also the area that comes in for most criticism from the customer. It is crucial to get it right and the 

design team should contain a specialist catering consultancy, experienced in the needs of 

conference centres. 

 Circulation 

Conference centres have an itinerant population, changing from day to day, who don’t have time 

to get used to a building. Consequently, easy and obvious circulation routes are very important, 

both front- and back-of-house. 

 Cloakroom 

Mere adherence to the standard recommendations for sizing in the AJ Metric Handbook will not 

be sufficient for a conference centre. 

 Communications 

A conference centre is actually a centre for communications and as such, the communications 

facilities must be of the highest standards. 

 Control Rooms 

Conference rooms need control rooms, which can add significantly to the internal floor area and 

complicate circulation routes. 
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 Electrical Services 

Unlike most buildings, conference centres require large power provision, both on a permanent 

and temporary basis, with easy distribution routes for the temporary power. 

 Environmental Issues 

Everyone is concerned with environmental issues today and they can be significant where 

conference centres are concerned. Innovative design solutions can help the environment but 

also add greatly to the marketability of the centre. 

 FF&E 

Furniture, Fixtures and Equipment adds greatly to the capital cost of the building and an early 

appreciation of the amount required will aid in the not only  the budgeting process, but also in 

determining storage needs. 

 Finishes 

The finishes of the building need to reflect the iconic status of a conference centre, whilst at the 

same time reducing the cost-in-use through wear, tear and damage that is inevitable in this type 

of building. 

 ICT 

Information and Communications Technology is fundamental to the success of a conference 

centre and an early understanding of the extent of the ICT  installation is vital. 

 Lighting 

This covers several different aspects, such as: 

 House Lighting 

 Production Lighting 

 Emergency Lighting 

 Each of which has its own peculiarities in a conference centre. 

 Mechanical Services 

This covers many aspects of the building, which contributes significantly to the comfort of the 

delegates, which is so important in a conference, to say nothing of the large element of the 

capital cost attributed to mechanical services. The brief should describe the specific 

requirements for: 

 General Systems 

 Design Conditions 

 Air Movement 

 Cold Water 

 Fire Engineering 

 Public Health Services 

 Moving Walls 

Flexibility is a keyword in conference centres, in order to maximise the yield of the facilities. The 

use of moving walls (and in some instances moving floors!) adds to the flexibility of the venue. 
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 Offices 

Conference centres not only require office space for their staff, but also a series of temporary 

office spaces for conference organisers and customers. 

 People with Disabilities 

Whilst it is enshrined in law that people with disabilities must not be discriminated against, it is 

particularly important in a conference centre, which in itself offers certain challenges, as the 

users change on a day-to-day basis. 

 Reception/Registration 

Space must be allowed for registration of delegates. This space must be flexible to allow for 

different types of events and should be able to be used for such things as coffee breaks, as well. 

 Security 

Conference centres attract high profile events, which can require high levels of security. Clever 

design can minimise the impact of this, both in terms of cost and disruption, during operation. 

 Signage 

This is often a very difficult part of the design, as it ahs to cater for large numbers of people, 

unused to the building and often of many nationalities. Early inclusion in the design process can 

help. 

 Sound 

Public Address and Voice Alarms are most important in these buildings, associated with a high 

level of sophistication. 

 Storage 

It is a truism that there is never enough storage. However, it is an important requirement, both for 

permanent (house) storage facilities, as well as temporary  storage for customers. 

 Structural Loadings 

Detailed advice on structural loadings is vital, as these building types often have unusual 

demands for temporary load capacity. 

 Toilets 

The nature of these buildings means that there is a “peak and trough” demand for toilet facilities, 

during coffee breaks for example. Consequently, the number of toilet facilities is greater than as 

set out in the British Standard. This has to be appreciated during early design stages. 

 Waste Management 

Closely allied to the environmental issues heading, waste management can be a particular 

challenge, when different events can generate hugely different amounts of waste. 
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Having dealt with the general principles of designing a conference centre, the brief should then go into 

detail about the specific spaces within the building. These consist of: 

 Convention Halls 

 Flat-floored Halls 

 Meeting Rooms 

 Ancillary Areas 

The size of meeting facilities will be influenced by market demand, which should have been researched 

and established well before the design team is appointed.  

 

Ancillary areas consist of such things as: 

 Café 

 First aid room/s 

 Foyers 

 Loading bay/s 

 Technical areas 

 VIP Areas 

 Workshops 

 

A useful brief will cover all of the above areas, informing the design team on the specialist needs of the 

end user. Naturally, as the design progresses, the design team should constantly consult both the end 

users to check that the design will deliver the function that is required and with the operators to check 

that the building will deliver the required occupancy, revenue, profit and/or economic impact and this 

consultation should continue through the construction phase, when changes are made as conditions 

dictate. The input of the operator and end user in this change process will ensure that operational 

efficiency and cost-in-use is not compromised by such changes. 

 

Above all, remember: 

 

Form Follows Function 

 

We hope you found this document valuable. For further information and advice on the design and 

development of your centre or facilities please contact us: 

Tel: +44 (0)1442 450422 

Web: www.rightsolution.co.uk 

Email: info@rightsolution.co.uk 

 

 

Please note: Reproduction of any element of this document should always refer to The Right Solution. 
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