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CORPORATE 

MEETING GUIDE

As COVID restrictions wane, business at North Carolina’s  
meeting and convention destinations is nearing, and in some cases 
surpassing, pre-pandemic levels, thanks to updates and additions.

ssociation executives,  
lobbyists and hospitality 
professionals mingled 
with lawmakers at 
the North Carolina 
Museum of Natural 

Sciences in Raleigh last June. Hosted 
by trade group Association Executives 
of North Carolina, the gathering was 
the first time that they were under 
the same roof since before COVID-19 
arrived in early 2020. 

Attendees saw the meeting as a 
sign that North Carolina’s meetings- 
and-conventions business is bouncing 
back from pandemic-induced 
restrictions that stalled business travel 
and closed venues. AENC Executive 

Director and CEO Rich Phaneuf is 
optimistic that the state’s hospitality 
industry is nearing pre-pandemic levels 
of business. “I wouldn’t say we are 
100% back yet, but we are quickly 
moving in that direction,” he says. But 
it won’t be an entirely smooth path.

Hotels and convention centers 
continue to face challenges, especially 
when it comes to hiring staff and 
creating space for social distancing. 
But Phaneuf says they are adjusting. 
“Meeting planners and convention 
services teams are beginning to get a 
handle on how to manage conferences 
rather than focus on complying with 
state COVID protocols,” he says. “And 
at this moment, I don’t know of  

any associations that have made  
the decision not to meet in person 
going forward.”

Many convention and meeting 
space operators used the down time 
during the pandemic to renovate and 
expand their offerings. AENC, for 
example, recently held a convention 
at New Bern Riverfront Convention 
Center. It not only closed for a time 
because of the pandemic, but it had 
to undergo extensive repairs after 
a stormy 2018. “We did a great job 
putting our best foot forward after 
Hurricane Florence, then COVID 
hit,” says Melissa Riggle, executive 
director of Craven County Tourism 
Development Authority. “We had this 
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beautiful building, but no one could 
come to see it.”

New Bern has been a popular 
destination during the pandemic. Its 
abundance of outdoor activities and 
fresh air offered people socially distant 
escapes. “We had a strong leisure 
business and were able to sustain 
ourselves at a time when people 
wanted to be in the rural and coastal 
communities, where they felt safe,” 
Riggle says.

Craven County has more than a 
dozen bed and breakfasts, hotels and 
motels. Many also offer meeting space. 
They, along with local businesses, 
governments and others partners, are 
working to bring that business back. 
“We realize we overlap and spill out 
into each other worlds and industries, 
and if one of us is having a challenge, 
eventually it will affect everybody,” 
Riggle says.“ So, we are all at the 
table collaborating to find creative and 
effective solutions.”

Despite travel restrictions and 
stay-at-home orders that shuttered 
restaurants and gathering places, 
North Carolina’s rich natural resources 
and its favorable climate helped travel 
and tourism stay strong through 
the height of COVID-19. Wit Tuttell, 
executive director of Visit North 
Carolina, the tourism promotion arm 
of Economic Development Partnership 
of North Carolina, says as pandemic 
protocols wane, conference-and-
meeting space near leisure activities is 
rebounding strongest. He says about 
6% of the state’s overnight visitors 
are conducting business travel, which 
includes conventions, meetings and 
sales calls, and about 40% of them 
are adding leisure time to their trips. 
“It’s not a large percentage, but it’s an 
important percentage,” he says. 

Tuttell points to two Piedmont cities 
as examples of destinations that are 
experiencing a post-pandemic surge 
because their hospitality partners 
added leisure experiences to their 

meetings-and-conventions business. 
In Charlotte, the rebound began when 
NASCAR Hall of Fame re-opened 
about six months after the pandemic 
shutdown began. “When we started 
re-opening, business came back in 
segments, starting with the leisure 
sector, which came back strong,” says 
Tom Murray, CEO of the Charlotte 
Regional Visitors Authority. “We believe 
we really turned the corner last April,” 
he says. “For our current fiscal year, 
which started in July, we predict we 
will be at an all-time record for revenue 
across the history of our organization.”

Out of the 20 highest hotel-
occupancy days in Mecklenburg County 
history, Murray says 18 occurred  
over the last 12 months. That news 
bodes well for filling the Charlotte 
Convention Center, where a recent 
$126.9 million expansion added about 
50,000 square feet of meeting room 
and prefunction space. 

Winston-Salem recently completed 
an expansion of its Benton Convention 
Center, says Christian Schroeder, 
director of sales and services at Visit 
Winston-Salem. Marking the first 
major expansion in more than 35 years, 
the $20 million project increased the 
convention center’s meeting space 

to 150,000 square feet. The Marriott 
Hotel adjacent to the convention center 
offers an additional 12,000 square feet.

Schroeder’s challenge is to fill the 
space. “Last summer, after working 
our way through the gradual lifting of 
mass-gathering limitations, we were 
able to get the convention business 
back up and running,” he says. And 
business remains strong, despite 
lingering problems such as labor 
shortages, staggering inflation and 
high gas prices. “We’ll monitor things, 
but overall, we’re optimistic about 
2023,” he says. “We have groups 
under contract that are experiencing 
an increase in participation and adding 
room nights.” 

Phaneuf believes the hospitality 
industry’s resilience and commitment 
to innovation has played a large role 
in its rebound. And that will go a long 
way toward preparing it for the next 
yet to be seen emergency. “As a 
state that has endured a tremendous 
amount of pain, we’re emerging 
stronger than we were before 
because we have stuck together,” he 
says. “I think our future is bright.”

— Teri Saylor is a freelance writer 
from Raleigh.

The new expansion of the Charlotte Convention Center created an overstreet pedestrian walkway 
to the Westin Charlotte hotel and a light rail stop, providing connectivity to a Whole Foods Market, 
Center City’s 200-plus restaurants and 5,600 hotel rooms.
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Greensboro  
336-294-1800  |  grandoverresort.com 

BUSINESS OR PLEASURE, 
THE CHOICE IS YOURS.

Discover Grandover Resort’s 244 renovated guest rooms, 
45,000 sq feet of refreshed meeting space, 36 holes of 

world-class golf, luxurious day Spa and more.

The Getaway that’s Minutes Away.

SEE OUR AD ON PAGE 5

80 Carolina Vista, Pinehurst  
800-659-4653  |  pinehurst.com 

MEETINGS WERE HELD HERE 
LONG BEFORE CLUBS.

Pinehurst may be known for twosomes and foursomes,
but we’ve been hosting successful meetings and events for

companies large and small since 1895. And we’d love to host 
yours. Consider Pinehurst for your next corporate function.

We promise an experience as legendary as our golf.

SEE OUR AD ON PAGE 2

                 estinations
for your next 
corporate meetings 
and events:

CHARLOTTE

GREENSBORO

GREENVILLE

PINEHURST

RALEIGH

WINSTON-SALEM

WILMINGTON

4150 Yancey Road, Charlotte  
704-525-5644  |  oldemeckbrew.com 

CHARLOTTE BORN & BREWED
Planning a company event? The spacious Fest Halls at 

The Olde Mecklenburg Brewery could be the perfect place! 
Alongside the largest Biergarten in the Southeast and an epic 

covered patio, our indoor event spaces can accommodate parties 
and gatherings of all sizes. Contact Brooke Harty for more info: 

BHarty@oldemeckbrew.com, 704-525-5644 ext.119. Prost! 

SEE OUR AD ON PAGE 32 
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SEE OUR AD ON PAGE 23

200 Brookstown Avenue, Winston-Salem
336-728-4200  |  visitwinstonsalem.com 

WHERE ARTS & INNOVATION MEET
Visit Winston-Salem is the offi cial sales and marketing 

agency for the Winston-Salem and Forsyth County tourism 
industry. A sophisticated meeting destination, Winston-Salem 

is conveniently and strategically located at the epicenter of 
North Carolina’s Piedmont Triad region.

SEE OUR AD ON PAGE 17

Rachel Whitten, CMP, director of sales and services
252-329-4244  |  visitgreenvillenc.com 

FIND YOURSELF IN GOOD COMPANY
Greenville-Pitt County is the economic, education, medical, and 

entertainment hub of Eastern North Carolina. Greenville is a 
growing destination situated conveniently between Raleigh and 
the NC beaches, where from our Greenville Convention Center 

campus, to East Carolina University, to our Uptown District, 
you will always fi nd yourself in good company!

SEE OUR AD ON PAGE 21

11 West Jones Street, Raleigh
919-707-9891  |  naturalsciences.org 

ELEVATE YOUR EXPERIENCE
Imagine conversing among dinosaurs and mingling with 

live animals as you enjoy a special evening at one of the most 
striking event venues in downtown Raleigh. Choose from a 
variety of unique spaces perfect for meetings, receptions, 

and corporate parties with up to 2,200 guests.

Wilmington and Beaches CVB  
800-650-9064  |  nccoastalmeetingsbusiness.com

MEMORABLE EVENTS START WITH THE 
CAROLINA COASTAL EXPERIENCE

There are many destinations for hosting meetings but only one offers 
the quintessential Carolina Coastal Experience – Wilmington, NC 

and Beaches. Anchored by the only convention center on NC’s coast, 
Wilmington’s riverfront Convention District is home to a new Aloft 

hotel and Riverfront Park, featuring a Live Nation-managed outdoor 
amphitheater, plus restaurants, an event pier and more.

SEE OUR AD ON PAGE 21


