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Federal Events Should Do More Than Run Smoothly

Five principles for turning federal gatherings into platforms for
learning, connection, and action By Courtney Marshall

A federal event can be perfectly executed and still fall short of its purpose. The
registration desk can open on time, every speaker can appear as scheduled, and
every slide can display correctly, and participants can still leave without greater
clarity, a useful connection, or a reason to act.

| Thatis because operational execution and mission impact are not separate measures
* of success. In federal events, the operation is what either enables or obstructs the
\\ \ mission. Registration, room flow, speaker preparation, accessibility, technology.
‘ facilitation, and follow-up all influence whether participants can absorb the content,

contribute meaningfully, and carry the work forward.

| have spent years working alongside federal programs and events where the audience may include
agency leaders, frontline professionals, researchers, contractors, patients, community partners, and other
stakeholders, all arriving with different responsibilities, levels of subject-matter knowledge, and reasons for
participating. At that scale, event planning cannot simply be an exercise in filling an agenda. It is the work of
translating an agency's objectives into an experience that people can navigate, understand, and use.

For more than 15 years, | have supported federal conferences, meetings, training programs, and events
foragencies including CMS, HHS, CDC, GSA, HUD, AmeriCorps, and the U.S. Public Health Service across
in-person, virtual, and hybrid environments.

Over time, five principles have shaped how | approach that work.


https://rainmakerssolutions.com/services/event-planning-management
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0 Define what should change before building the agenda

Planning often begins with the visible pieces: speakers, session titles, room assignments, and time
slots. But a full agenda is not the same thing as a purposeful one. Before deciding what belongs
on the program, we need to answer a more consequential question: What should be different
because this event took place?

Should participants understand a new policy or practice? Be prepared to implement something?
Build relationships across programs or disciplines? Surface barriers that agency leaders need to
address? The answer becomes the standard against which every session and feature is evaluated.

For the 2026 CMS Quality Conference, 9,136 people registered and 123 speakers contributed to
an agency-wide program delivered across in-person and virtual environments. At that scale, the
challenge was not simply keeping the program moving. It was creating a coherent experience
so participants could find the content most relevant to their work and understand how individual
sessions connected to CMS's larger priorities.

Designing backward from the desired outcome also makes it easier to say no. A proposed
session may be interesting, but if it does not help the event accomplish its purpose, it may not
belong on an already crowded agenda. That discipline respects both the agency’s investment
and the participant’s time.

Design for participation, not just attendance

Attendance tells us who arrived. It does not tell us who was engaged.

Participants can sit through every session and still leave disconnected from both the content
and one another. Meaningful participation has to be designed: through questions that invite
reflection, breakouts organized around decisions or real-world scenarios, moderators who
connect discussion to the event's purpose, and networking structured around roles, challenges,
or shared interests.

This is especially important in federal events, where an audience may include people with very
different levels of authority and comfort speaking publicly. If the only way to participate is to approach
a microphone in a ballroom, the event will hear from only a fraction of the people in the room.
Digital questions, small-group discussion, written reflection, polling, and post-session channels give
participants multiple ways to contribute and can produce a more representative conversation.

Networking deserves the same level of design. Telling attendees to ‘network’ during a reception
is not a strategy. People make more useful connections when they have a reason to find one
another—a shared implementation challenge, geographic area, professional role, or topic of
interest. The goalis not simply conversation. Itis helping participants identify people and resources
that can support their work after the event ends.

At the 2026 CMS Quality Conference, some of the simplest physical design choices became some
of the most effective engagement tools. High-top networking tables and lobby gathering spaces
were heavily used, and attendees were observed continuing conversations in the hallways even
during breakout periods. By contrast, several purpose-built virtual engagement features drew
limited participation. That reinforced a lesson | return to often: design around how people actually
behave, not how we hope they will behave.




e Treat logistics as part of the content strategy

Logistics are sometimes described as the work happening behind the scenes. Attendees experience
them very much in the foreground.

If registration instructions are unclear, participants begin the day frustrated. If signage or room
assignments are inconsistent, they miss content. If a microphone fails or virtual audio drops, an
otherwise excellent speaker cannot reach the audience. If session transitions are too short, people
are forced to choose between basic needs and arriving on time. Each operational choice either
protects participants’ attention or competes for it.

That is why our planning starts with the full attendee journey—from the first invitation and registration
experience through arrival, participation, departure, and follow-up. At every touchpoint, we ask: \What
does this person need to know or do at this moment? What could create confusion or exclusion?
Who owns the response if something changes?

The same thinking applies to speakers. Speaker management is not the administrative task of
collecting biographies and slide decks. Itincludes aligning content with event objectives, identifying
duplication or gaps across sessions, reviewing materials for accessibility, rehearsing technology
and transitions, preparing moderators, and making sure every speaker understands the audience.
The preparation may be invisible when it works, but the result is not: speakers are more confident,
sessions connect more clearly, and participants receive a more cohesive experience.

G Build accessibility—and resilience—in from the beginning

Accessibility is not a final compliance check. It is a planning principle.

Federalevents serve people with different communication needs, learning preferences, schedules,
technologies, and levels of familiarity with the subject. Accessible registration, captioning,
interpretation, readable materials, clear navigation, advance resources, multiple content formats,
and sufficient transition time make it easier for more people to participate. They also tend to
improve the experience for everyone.

Hybrid events require particular care. Giving a remote participant a link is not the same as giving
that person an equitable experience. Virtual attendees need a clear way to ask questions, interact
with content, receive technical support, and connect with others. Someone should be explicitly
responsible for representing the remote audience in the room; otherwise, online participants can
quickly become observers of an event designed for everyone else.

Resilience must also be designed. Speakers cancel. Priorities change. Sessions run long. Technology
fails. A strong plan identifies decision-makers, escalation paths, backup content, alternate technology.,
and communication channels before they are needed. The objective is not to pretend disruptions will
never occur. It is to prevent the disruption from becoming the attendee’s defining memory of the event.

e Plan for what happens after the closing session
The event date is a milestone, not the finish line.

For many federal programs, the greatest value appears later: when a participant applies a new
practice, shares a resource with colleagues, reconnects with someone they met, or uses what
they learned to make a better decision. If continuation matters, it should be planned before the
event—not improvised after the team has shifted its attention elsewhere.




Recordings, toolkits, session summaries, frequently asked questions, communities of practice, and
curated next steps can extend the useful life of the content. Follow-up communications should do
more than thank people for attending; they should help participants find what matters to them and
take the next step.

Evaluation should reach beyond overall satisfaction. We also need to know whether participants
found the content relevant, gained clarity or confidence, made useful connections, intend to apply
what they learned, and still need support. Those findings help agencies understand whether the
event advanced its purpose and where future investments can have the greatest effect.

The 2026 CMS Quality Conference gave us a useful example of why that analysis matters. Ninety
percent of evaluation respondents were satisfied with the overall conference experience, and 93
percent said they were likely to attend a future CMS Quality Conference. But the more actionable
finding came from observing how people engaged: in-person networking happened organically in
lobby and hallway spaces, while several virtual engagement features saw limited use. Those findings
informed recommendations to create more non-competing in-person networking opportunities
and to rethink virtual engagement features for future conferences.

Success is more than a smooth run of show

Of course the agenda should stay on time. The technology should work. Participants should be able to find
their sessions, access the materials, and receive timely answers. Operational performance matters because
it creates the conditions for everything else.

But the real test is what that operational performance made possible. Did participants understand something
more clearly? Did the agency hear perspectives it needed to hear? Did people make connections that will
continue after the meeting? Did the experience make the next action easier?

Federal agencies use events to communicate complex information, engage diverse stakeholders, support
implementation, strengthen the workforce, and move mission-critical work forward. \When an event is
designed as part of that strategy—not as an isolated date on a calendar—it becomes more than a gathering.
It becomes a platform for learning, collaboration, and action.

The goalis not simply to deliver an event without friction. It is to make sure the operation creates the conditions
for the agency's mission to move forward.
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