








Gordon Linden
Paul Creighton
Bob Rogers
Judith Rubin
Urso Chappell

A Guide to the
Planning, Organization,
Design & Operation
of World Expositions

Chapter Three:
Going Into (and Out of)
the Expo Business
Getting to Opening Day and Beyond

Authors

Special Contributor
Editor

Graphic Designer

Expo Organization:
Preliminary Stage

Expo Organization:
Execution Stage

Exposition Company

Expo
President

Site Development
Vice President

Marketing
Vice President

Operations
Vice President

Legal
Vice President

Admistration
Vice President

Finance
Vice President

Expo
President

Exposition
Exposition Company

Exposition
Board of Directors

Site Development
Vice President

Marketing
Vice President

Operations
Vice President

Legal
Vice President

Admistration
Vice President

Finance
Vice President

Architecture
Director

Design/Review
Director

Engineering
Director

Construction
Director

Architecture
Director

Building Maint.
Director

Landscape Maint.

Public Relations
Director

Media Relations
Director

Advertising
Director

Participant Sales
Director

Security
Director

Admissions & Gates
Director

Emergency Services
Director

Communications
Director

Storage & Distrib.
Director

Solid Waste Removal
Director

Entertainment
Director

Special Projects
Director

Contracts
Director

Legal
Director

Human Resources
Director

Purchasing
Director

Office Management
Director

Budget
Director

Revenue
Director

Expenditure
Director

the organization to plan and operate it is a major 
endeavor in its own right. It involves such tasks as 
recruiting and training human resources, developing 
schedules, budgets and other management 
systems, as well as coordinating and managing the 
many interfaces between the organization and the 
exhibitors, participants, concessionaires and others. 
Because of the need to simultaneously build the 
organization and carry out the work, organizers are 
in a highly demanding management environment 
that is in constant flux. Failure to maintain control 
and achieve progress at any given time can place 
the enterprise at serious risk.

In addition, each expo is a unique, one-time event 
subject to individual factors such as physical setting, 
long-term legacy plan, financial commitments, and 
the high expectations that surround a world-class 
event. The organizing committee must adopt an 
approach conducive to a six-stage development 
process: 1) Formative, 2) Organizational, 3) Planning, 
4) Execution, 5) Operation, and 6) Demobilization.

If the organizational approach is not planned correctly 
from the outset, the organizers will be faced with the 

need for reorganization and restructuring, both of 
which are costly and time-consuming. 

Typically, major infrastructure and urban facilities 
must be built for the event, within a strict timeframe. 
The expo organization must ensure that design 
and construction are carried out in a timely and 
coordinated manner so that the temporary works 
required for the expo can be put into place and tested 
to ensure their functional and operational soundness. 
Running out of time puts the expo at significant risk 
for additional expenses and operational difficulties

In addition to the many specific facilities and services 
which must be developed and operated, such as the 
exhibition halls and the transportation services, there 
is a plethora of  “soft” requirements to be planned 
and implemented. Budget-wise, many of these - 
such as press relations or sponsor services – are 
relatively small, yet they are critical to the success 
of the operation. 

The Six Stages: Change is Constant
The two Expo Organization charts and the Six Stages 
sidebar, along with the 168 Key Tasks sidebar, reflect 
the various stages of the project’s development, from 
its earliest stage (Formative) through its conclusion 
(Demobilization) and the characteristics of the 
organization at each stage. An expo organization 
will evolve over a period of years, shifting to meet 
the particular requirements for different stages of 
activities. Certain types of staff will cycle in and then 
out as needs change. 

Initially, staff will number fewer than 10 employees. 
At its peak, it will be several thousand. Then - Poof ! 
Out of business! While this organizational dynamic is 
easily portrayed in a diagram, this constant evolution 
is perhaps the greatest management challenge that 
the expo will face. Most people don’t like change, but 
in an expo organization, change is constant.

The members of that initial small team can 
communicate easily among themselves. Decisions 
can be made relatively easily and consensus 
reached quickly. At this stage, there is not much 
of a formal organization and minimal need for 
management controls and bureaucracy. This 
formative “honeymoon” stage is both stimulating 
and rewarding for those involved because of the 
creative energy and enthusiasm that abound. 

As the complexity of the undertaking grows, the 

goodwill and energy of that original team starts to 
become overtaxed and the need for a more formal 
organization becomes evident. At this point, an 
organizational chart is produced and, fundamentally, 
the organization begins to have a functional 
character with particular people being assigned to 
particular areas. Because the number of people 
remains relatively small at this stage – they can 
all gather in a large conference room at one time – 
the organization can still function without the more 
rigorous management control systems that will be 
needed in the future. 

Next, the expo begins to focus attention and energy 
on planning for the event. The organization begins 

to take on an enhanced formal character because 
each specialized area needs to develop specific 
scope, schedule and budget plans. There emerges 
a greater need for more formal, frequent and clear 
communications between functional divisions or 
departments. Committees and task groups are 
formed. More staff and management positions are 
added, making it incumbent on expo leadership to 
inculcate newcomers with the original values and 
mission of the event and make them productive 
members of the overall team. 

At some point in time – it varies from expo to expo, 
depending on specific conditions - the Execution 
phase begins. For example, the site may need to 

Top 10 Most Difficult Questions 
Posed by Expo Participants 
Expo organizers will hold a series of planning meetings to 
recruit participants, address their concerns and  guide them 
through the process of creating their pavilions. Based on the 
authors’ experience in the planning of several expos, here 
are some of the toughest questions that organizers should be 
prepared to answer.
1.	 Are planning and construction for the expo proceeding 

according to schedule? In which areas are the organizers 
ahead of schedule? In which areas are they behind?

2.	 How does the state of readiness of the expo compare to 
comparable previous events?

3.	 Can the organizer meet all of its commitments on time in 
order to be 100% complete on opening day?

4.	 Is the financing package for the expo in place and 
are the necessary funds committed for construction, 
marketing and operations?

5.	 What are the different sources of funding for the event? 
Is the total financing plan in place?

6.	 Which countries and corporations have signed a letter of 
intent to participate in the expo at this point in time?

7.	 Why would participation by my country at this exposition 
be especially important for us?

8.	 What procedures have been set up for cooperation 
between the City and the expo?

9.	 Is there a formal or informal agreement among the 
political parties, at the national level, to support the 
exposition?

10.	 If a different political party comes to power prior to the  
opening of the expo, can they cancel the event?



Paul Creighton’s
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Purchasing
equipment • supplies 
• inventory • 
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Office Management
office management • 
office 
supplies/equipment • 
janitorial • furniture • 
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hardware • 
maintenance • mail 
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telephone list

Finance

Budget
revenue projections 
• cost projections • 
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management • 
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Revenue
cash control • ticket 
control • billing • 
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collections • revenue 
control • weekly 
revenue reports
Cost
cost accounting • 
risk insurance • 
accounts payable • 
accounts receivable 
• financial reports 
payroll • asset 
inventory

Site Development

Architecture
master plan • permanent buildings • temporary 
buildings • theme pavilions • service buildings • 
food and beverage • merchandise/souvenirs • 
feature structures
Design Review
participant liaison • design-review committee • 
special regulations • construction design • 
compliance permit application • flags/banners • 
signage • building codes • participant move-in
Engineering:
utilities • roads • walkways • service roads • 
lighting • permanent buildings • feature structures
Construction
utilities • roads • walkways • permanent buildings • 
temporary buildings • service buildings • feature 
structures
Building Maintenance
key control • janitorial service • building 
maintenance lighting maintenance • water/sewer 
maintenance air-conditioning maintenance
Landscape Maintenance
on-site furniture • on-site signage • fountains • 
ponds • trees • shrubs • grass areas

Operations

Security
parking areas • off-site/on-site • crowd control evacuation • lost 
and found • building security • site security • VIP security
Admission Gates
gate • ticket sales • ticket-taking turnstiles • attendance reporting 
• guest services • tours • VIP • will-call • attendee services • 
programs/site maps
Emergency Services
on-site medical • on-site tire department • hazardous materials • 
health and sanitation
Communications
on-site telephones/faxes • information booths • emergency 
communications • on-site video • off-site video
Warehouse Storage
receiving • participants' storage • on-site transport • supplier 
inventory • equipment • maintenance • post-expo asset disposal • 
expo storage
Solid Waste
on-site garbage • pick-up/waste containers • garbage storage • 
garbage transportation • recycling
Entertainment
amusement area • off-site cultural • on-site cultural • on-site 
parade • street entertainment • region entertainment • special 
entertainment events • theaters/amphitheaters. • night show

Paul Creighton’s 
list was previously 
published in 
World’s Fair 
Magazine (now
out of print),
Vol. XV, No. 3.

Hypothetical Ticket Sales
and Attendance Scenario

 Type of Number Site Visits Total
 TicketSold Sold per Ticket Attendance
   

 One Day 3,000,000 1 3,000,000

 Three Day 2,000,000 3 6,000,000

 Season Pass 200,000 20 400,000

 Totals 5,200,000   9,400,000

The Six Stages of Expo Organization

 Characteristic Time  Decision Form of Modus Management
 Stage (years) Personnel Process Organization Operandi Control 
  

 Formative -10 to -5 <10 total consensus none creative thought none

 Organizational -5 <50 key personnel skeleton, group thought, none    consensus functional functional 

 Planning -5 to -3 50<100 group thought/ full functional
 committees, minimal    consensus  task groups, milestones      thinkers

 Execution -3 to 0 100<1000 hierarchical with project matrix doers, formal and 
    formal approvals  action oriented accountable  
       (results)

 Operation 0 1000<2000
 decentralized minimum central, problem solving, exception    formal maximum keep it running reporting    approvals distributed

 Demobilization +1 <50 dictatorial project matrix get finished, formal and
      get out driving 

be cleared and existing facilities demolished before 
any buildings or services needed for the expo can 
be started such as occurred in Lisbon 98, wherein 
an aging oil refinery had to be dismantled. In such 
a case, Execution commences several years earlier 
than if existing buildings were already in place that 
the expo could use for part of the event. Whatever 
the timeframe, the transition from Planning to 
Execution is dramatic and often difficult. The 
organization takes on another level of formality, 
and is increasingly focused on results. Individuals 
and groups are held accountable for their actions. 
In some cases, management and staff who have 
excellent planning skills and capabilities, and who 
have been with the organization for several years, 
find that the actual execution of their plans brings 

of significant tasks which require motivated, pro-
active staff to wind up the affairs of the expo. The 
disposition of the remaining assets of the expo will 
also take place at this time and care and attention 
must be given to the secure transfer or sale of such 
to the appropriate, designated parties.      

Paul Creighton’s 168 Key Tasks
The 168 tasks (see sidebar) necessary to develop and 
market and operate an expo follow the organization 
of the event from beginning to end. The major areas 
in the process are Site Development, Marketing and 
Operations.  These three areas are supported by 
Legal, Administration and Finance which play major 
support roles in each of the three major areas. The 
“build it, sell it, run it” scenario applies throughout 
the entire process.  

There are five essential activities which must be 
applied to each of the 168 tasks: 1) Budget: Each task 
must be budgeted from the standpoint of costing out 
every item necessary to complete the task.  2) Assign 
proper management responsibility to the individual 
who is in charge of carrying out the details of the 
task from  beginning to end. (One individual can be 
responsible for more than  one task. ) 3) Assemble 
the needed resources. The cost of gathering and  
mobilizing resources has to be  accounted for early 
on and fed into the task budget process. Site delivery 
has to be programmed. Adequate and well- trained 
personnel are part of the resource gathering. 4) Create 

a schedule for starting and ending the 
task. 5) Revenue production. If a given 
task includes revenue production, the 
estimated revenue must be determined 
and incorporated into the budget.

At the point that the task process is started, the 
basic support functions (Legal, Administration and 
Finance) must be in place to process the applications 
and details of going forward with the expo project. 
The developed task information can be forwarded to 
the three support divisions, which in turn can review, 
ask for revisions, etc. and monitor the fulfillment of 
the tasks.

Attendance Factors & Ticketing
As touched on in Chapter Two, estimating attendance 
at an expo is an inexact science subject to a variety of 
factors, many of which are beyond the control of the 
organizers. A thorough feasibility study is a must for 
producing responsible, realistic attendance projections. 
But it must also be kept in mind that the actions of 
the expo organization – how the event is created and 
carried out - sit high on the list of factors that will help 
or hurt the viability of those feasibility projections. It 
is critical to understand and communicate what the 
projections mean, and to support their attainment 
through creating a worthwhile event that provides a 
satisfying guest experience and is well-marketed. Here 
is a discussion of some crucial specifics.

such a severe culture change that they are unable 
to function. Organizations that fail to anticipate 
the difficulties of this transition may face severe 
management crises. 

Having successfully evolved through the Execution 
stage, the expo organization must now face the test 
for which it has long been preparing: Operations. 
Staff is increased in order to operate many of the 
various functions which take place just prior to and 
during the event. The roles and responsibilities of 
each person are well-defined and management 
authority and control allocated to the various 
functional areas. The primary goal is to successfully 
operate the expo during its pre-determined period 
of three to six months, and therefore the operational 
mode of the organization is to quickly address and 
solve any problem that may arise. This means that 
the authority to take action must be decentralized 
and that information about potential problems should 
come to the attention of the appropriate management 
as quickly as possible. This is accomplished through 
reporting systems that focus on exceptions to the 
normal operations as opposed to focusing on the 
normal operations. Because the expo is a one-time, 
finite event, it is important for the organization to 
do what it can to retain those people who can most 
effectively and efficiently operate it to the finish.  

The final stage is Demobilization. Although the 
event is technically over, there remains a variety 
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Access and Egress
An important prerequisite to obtaining visitor 
attendance is the ability to accommodate major 
volumes of people – for example, 50,000 to 100,000 
or more on a given day – with reasonably fast 
access to and from the expo site. For expos which 
take place over a period of six months, there are 
significant opportunities for visitors, providers of 
transportation services, and public traffic and safety 
authorities to address problems of peak activity or 
other access issues. (For the three-month events, 
stabilized patterns may not emerge.) In either 
case, it is important that adequate transportation 
infrastructure be in place to support the operation 
of private and public services. Inadequacies in 
road, parking or other fixed facilities will be fully 
tested by a mass attendance event. 
  
Turmoil, Competition & the Press 
International and/or domestic strife may affect 
attendance. For example, about two years prior 
to the opening of Seville Expo 92, the Gulf War 
significantly disrupted international participants’ 
planning for the event. The conflict being relatively 
brief, both organizers and participants were 
fortunately able to quickly recover lost time and 
the event was not adversely affected. 

Competition from other events has also been 
blamed by some as a reason for lower than projected 
attendance at an expo. The same year – 1992 – in 
which Seville hosted its expo, a smaller expo with 
an overlapping theme (Christopher Columbus: 
Ships & the Sea) was staged in Genoa, Italy - 
and Barcelona also hosted the summer Olympic 
Games. If such factors are not taken into account 
ahead of time, attendance projections are likely to 
be off. In fact, the Genoa expo received minimal 
attention and was “buried” by Spain’s events. 
Genoa attracted the participation of 54 countries, 
but only saw 1.7 million in attendance while the 
Seville expo drew some 42 million visits.

More than one factor caused Expo 84 New Orleans 
attendance numbers to come in at roughly half of 
what had been projected (7.3 million vs. 14 million). 
New Orleans ‘84 was staged the same year that 
Los Angeles hosted the summer Olympic Games – 
two major tourist draws in two popular US tourist 
destination cities. Expo 84 was also hurt by press 
accounts that many of its pavilions and exhibits were 
still under construction after the opening of the event. 
As evidence of severe financial problems surfaced, 
media coverage took on a decidedly negative tone 

and exacerbated marketing problems.

Media reports can also affect attendance in a 
positive direction. In addition to a significant 
television marketing campaign directed at California, 
Vancouver Expo 86 benefited from very favorable 
media coverage prior to and early in the run of the 
event. This positive press and good marketing were 
credited with attracting many visitors who would 
otherwise have vacationed elsewhere. According to 
the official Expo 86 Final Report, the original target 
for California visits was 1.5 million and the final count, 
from California alone, was actually 2 million. The 
report also indicated that British Columbia Tourism 
reported a substantial number of new visitors to BC 
from the US.

Visits vs. Visitors
Visits does not equal visitors. This vital point is simple 
yet often overlooked. A total attendance number of, 
say, 8 million does not mean 8 million people, or 
even 8 million tickets sold – it means 8 million clicks 
of the turnstile. The same person may enter the expo 
grounds in the morning, depart in the afternoon, 
return in the early evening and depart again late 
at night, all on the same day. Understanding the 
likely attendance patterns will enable organizers 
to structure ticketing in an appropriate way, by, for 
example, issuing tickets that are good for multiple 
entries, three-day tickets, and season passes. 

Consider the Hypothetical Ticket Sales sidebar. For 
the sake of argument, it assumes that all tickets 
for all categories are purchased and used, that 
the three-day and season passes are not shared 
among multiple guests, and that each ticket buyer 
uses his or her ticket the full number of times 
allowed. The total attendance or number of site 
visits resulting is 9.4 million. The actual number of 
tickets sold is about half of the total attendance: 
5.2 million. For example, at Seville Expo 92, it 
was reported that each of the 300,000+ season 
pass holders attended the event an average of 64 
times. This accounts for nearly 20 million of the 
reported 42 million in attendance.  

There are significant economic implications of the 
same visitor making multiple visits to the site vs. 
the one-time visitor. The one-time visitor may 
have a high propensity to make several purchases 
of souvenirs and sample various types of food and 
beverage services with the foreknowledge that he 
or she will only be at the expo once. The visitor 
who makes multiple visits will have, in theory, a 

declining propensity to purchase merchandise 
items such as T-shirts and also to make repeat 
visits to the more expensive restaurants. However, 
in most cases, more visits generally translates to 
higher per-capita spending.

If the difference between visits (i.e. attendance) 
and visitors (people) is not understood by the 
organizers and the host community, then several 
errors in planning and delivery of facilities and 
services are likely to occur. For example, if the 
business community in a host city anticipates 
that the projected attendance translates directly 
into needs for hotel rooms, restaurants, and the 
like, then there will be an overreaction to the 
anticipated demand. This misunderstanding has 
led companies and individuals to make significant 
expenditures in anticipation of high demand which 
later resulted in major disappointment and, in 
some cases, financial difficulties.

A realistic understanding of attendance projections 
can also serve to reduce anxieties within the 
community about a variety of potential impacts, 
most notably traffic. With substantial repeat 
visitation, visitors gain experience traveling to and 
from the expo site, thereby reducing inconvenience 
caused by traffic congestion on certain routes 
at certain times of day. Also, as guests seek to 
minimize costs associated with travel to the expo, 
the market for transportation-related services such 
as parking will tend to moderate pricing, thereby 
reducing the potential for dissatisfaction among 
one-time visitors. 

Season pass holders are almost always residents 
of the host community who perceive a season 
pass as a good value for them. They live nearby 
and, at little or no cost, can avail themselves of 
the opportunity to travel to the site on numerous 
occasions, and can have a variety of incentives to 
do so. Expo season passes were first introduced 
at the Spokane Expo 74 as a means of generating 
much-needed revenue prior to the opening of the 
event and were placed on sale in the fall of 1973.  
Experience indicates that attendees are drawn 
from both resident and tourist markets. However, 
all things being equal, the propensity for people 
to attend the event is greater if they live closer 
than if they live further away. As the travel time 
increases, visitor attendance declines; repeat visits 
also decline with distance. The upward boundary of 
a resident market could be defined as within a day’s 
travel; any visitors coming from a time/distance 
greater than this would be considered tourists.
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