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Executive Summary

Three things are happening at once and they are reshaping the speaker industry faster than
most people realize. A war in Iran has shut down one of the fastest-growing event markets in the
world. U.S. inbound tourism is declining for the ninth straight month, compounded by a partial
government shutdown. And AI is fundamentally changing how buyers find and book speakers,
moving the decision upstream, often before an agency or bureau is ever contacted.

This is not a cycle. It is a structural shift. The agencies, bureaus, and managers who treat it like a
temporary disruption will lose ground to those who see the strategic opportunity inside it.

What follows is a data-grounded look at what is actually happening, what it means specifically
for our industry, and a set of recommendations designed to help you make decisions, not just
understand the landscape.

100+
Events cancelled across GCC

5.4%
U.S. foreign visitor decline

$1.46T
Global events market 2026

60%
Planners report geo impact
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The Landscape Has Shifted

Middle East: A Key Market in Turmoil
The Persian Gulf region was supposed to be the growth story. Dubai, Riyadh, Doha were all investing
heavily in MICE infrastructure and premium corporate events. That pipeline is now frozen. According to
Northbourne Advisory, more than 100 events have been cancelled across the GCC region, including
large-scale conferences, corporate events, and festivals.1 British Airways has suspended flights to Dubai,
Bahrain, Abu Dhabi, Tel Aviv, and Amman, with Abu Dhabi routes suspended until October 2026.1 Dubai
International Airport was temporarily closed following a reported drone strike.2

The damage to the events calendar is real and measurable. Formula 1 races in Bahrain and Saudi Arabia:
cancelled. Token2049 Dubai: postponed to April 2027.2 Informa rescheduled its Middle East Energy
conference from April to September.1 Qatar has imposed a blanket suspension of all public events and
entertainment, with 56 events tracked and 30 confirmed suspended.3

The UAE is in partial recovery mode: 89 events being tracked, 11 postponed, 9 cancelled outright, and only
5 reopened.4 The UITP Global Public Transport Summit was cancelled in Dubai entirely, with the next
edition now set for Hamburg in 2027.1 IAAPA postponed its inaugural Middle East Expo to April 2027.1

The bigger risk is not the cancellations themselves. It is the confidence damage. One agency leader
told Micebook: "The long-term effect for the Middle East could be quite severe. It could take several
years for confidence to come back."1 If you had revenue tied to this region, the recovery timeline is not
months. It is years.

The "Trump Slump" Compounds U.S. Disruption
At the same time, the U.S. is losing international visitors. Foreign arrivals fell 5.4% in 2025, with Canadian
travel down nearly 30%.5 The World Travel and Tourism Council called it a "wake-up call," noting that "the
world's biggest travel and tourism economy is heading in the wrong direction."6 The U.S. was the only
country among 184 economies analyzed by the WTTC to experience a drop in international spending in
2025.7

A partial government shutdown is making it worse. Global Entry is suspended. TSA staffing is under strain.8

New social media screening requirements and a $250 visa integrity fee are adding friction for international
visitors.9 Airline bookings from Europe to the U.S. for summer 2026 have fallen more than 14%
year-over-year.7

The U.S. Travel Association estimates shutdown-related disruptions cost the business travel sector
roughly $1 billion per week.10 For us, that translates directly: fewer international conference attendees,
fewer inbound corporate events, and compressed booking timelines as planners try to navigate a level of



uncertainty most have never dealt with before.

The "Safe Europe" Pivot

Demand is not disappearing. It is moving. Event planners are pivoting to "safe Europe" alternatives. Portugal,
Spain, Italy, Greece, Croatia, Malta, and Montenegro are seeing surging demand as airlines reroute capacity
and tour operators adjust packages.11 The data is broad-based. In Greece, travel analytics firm Nelios
reports pre-bookings for 2026 have increased 33.3%, with tourism revenue projections up 19.2% compared
to the same period last year.11 Spain recorded 97 million international tourists in 2025, and flight searches for
Spanish destinations jumped 22–30% week-over-week following Middle East cancellations.21 TUI added 68
flights and 10,000 new seats to Mediterranean routes for Summer 2026, with booked revenue ahead of prior
year in both the UK and Germany.22 Cyprus and Malta are among the biggest relative winners, with arrivals
up roughly 16% and 19% year-over-year respectively.23

This geographic rebalancing is going to create both pressure and opportunity across Europe in the second
half of 2026. The question for our industry is straightforward: who has relationships in those markets
already, and who is going to be scrambling to build them?
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Impact on the Speaker Business Model

These disruptions hit our business in specific, measurable ways. The effects are not the same across all
verticals or geographies, but certain patterns are clear enough to act on.

Impact Area Current Status Business Model Risk

GCC-based corporate events 100+ events cancelled/postponed;
blanket suspension in Qatar

Direct revenue loss for bureaus with
GCC-facing rosters; cancelled holds
and broken contracts

U.S. inbound international
events

Visitor decline accelerating; DHS
shutdown compounding

Reduced international attendance at
U.S. conferences; tighter budgets for
speaker line-ups

Long-haul transit disruption Middle East hub routes suspended;
flight rerouting adds cost

Higher travel costs per engagement;
speaker availability windows
compressed

Planner decision-making Buyer-led, AI-accelerated booking
cycles

Agencies enter conversation later; less
time to influence selection

European venue capacity Surging demand for Mediterranean
alternatives

Availability pressure creates urgency;
opportunity for early movers

Budget scrutiny Higher expectations for ROI; cuts to
F&B; and decor, not speakers

Speaker fees sustained but
customization expectations rising

Revenue Concentration Risk
If a significant share of your revenue was tied to GCC-facing events or U.S.-hosted international
conferences, you are now dealing with a dual concentration risk that this industry has not seen at this scale
before. The Middle East had been one of the fastest-growing regions for premium corporate speaking.
Dubai, Riyadh, and Doha were all investing aggressively in MICE infrastructure. That pipeline is now frozen.

The U.S. market remains the largest single market for professional speaker representation, but it is feeling
real headwinds from declining international participation. Domestic corporate events are relatively stable,
but the compression of international attendance at U.S.-based events affects the prestige, networking
value, and sponsor budgets that drive premium speaker bookings.

The Buyer-Led Booking Shift
Here is the shift that matters most, and it is not geopolitical. It is behavioral. AI tools are changing how
buyers research and select speakers. The result: by the time a booking inquiry reaches an agency or



bureau, the decision is often already made. As speaker industry strategist Christa Haberstock has observed,
requests increasingly arrive as specific asks rather than open discovery conversations.12

The data supports this. A Burrus Research analysis of online sentiment among more than 214,000 business
leaders who booked AI speakers found that 97% compare speakers by reviewing reels during their
evaluation process, and 71% discover potential speakers at conferences and events rather than through
bureaus (only 29% turn to bureaus for discovery).19 While these figures are specific to the AI speaker
vertical, they signal a broader behavioral shift that is reshaping how all speakers are discovered and
evaluated.
Forbes recently profiled how AI-powered platforms like Talkadot are replacing intuition-based matching
with data-driven selection, giving planners a curated shortlist before a human conversation ever begins.20

This changes the value proposition of the bureau relationship. The traditional model, where a bureau agent
curates options for a planner, is being compressed. Speakers with strong online brands and clear digital
assets are winning before any human conversation starts. For bureaus, this means the advisory and curation
function needs to move upstream, and the digital infrastructure supporting each speaker’s discoverability
becomes a competitive differentiator.
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Market Reorientation: Where Demand Is Moving
Demand is not disappearing. It is redirecting. Understanding where event and speaker demand is flowing
gives you the basis for making smart moves now rather than reacting later.

Geographic Shifts

Region Direction Key Signals

Southern Europe Strong growth Greece pre-bookings +33%; Spain flight searches
+22–30%; TUI adding 68 Mediterranean flights;
Cyprus +16%, Malta +19% arrivals YoY

Northern/Central Europe Moderate growth UITP relocating to Hamburg; two-thirds of
European event firms expanding internationally

Southeast Asia Stable with caution Singapore bookings paused at contracting stage
due to transit route uncertainty

Persian Gulf/Middle East Severe decline Oxford Economics projects up to 27% drop in
arrivals; multi-year confidence recovery

U.S. (domestic) Stable, pressured Domestic corporate events steady; international
attendance eroding; FIFA World Cup upside

U.S. (inbound international) Declining 9th consecutive month of declining arrivals;
European summer bookings down 14%+

Vertical and Format Shifts
Across the full speaker ecosystem, several verticals and formats are on distinct trajectories:

• Corporate events (offsites, SKOs, leadership summits): Still the strongest and most resilient vertical.
Budgets are under scrutiny but not contracting. Planners are shifting toward smaller, higher-intent
audiences and prioritizing measurable outcomes.13 Speaker selection is becoming more strategic, not
less.

• Association conferences: Feeling the impact of international attendance declines. Many rely on global
membership bases that are now restricted by travel barriers. U.S.-based associations with significant
international participation are most exposed.

• University/academic events: The Trump administration’s freeze on international academic travel has
raised new barriers to research exchange and international collaboration, creating additional headwinds
for campus-hosted speaker events.14

• Entertainment and cultural festivals: GCC cancellations have hit this segment hard. F1, music festivals,
and large-scale entertainment events are the most directly affected by blanket suspensions.
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• Virtual and hybrid formats: Seeing renewed interest as a contingency and reach-extension tool. The
market has matured past the pandemic-era enthusiasm. Hybrid is now used for genuinely global
audiences where geography presents a real barrier.15

Content Demand Signals
According to Talent Bureau's 2026 attendee survey, the most in-demand speaker topics remain AI and
Productivity, Mental Health and Burnout, Leadership and Culture, and the Future of Work.16 What is new:
geopolitical risk, resilience, and crisis leadership are emerging as high-demand themes that did not appear
on prior-year trend maps. Speakers positioned at the intersection of these themes and industry-specific
expertise are seeing the strongest booking momentum.

Worth noting: Corporate speaking budgets have stabilized and they are becoming more discerning.
Organizations are not just buying keynotes. They are investing in expertise, transformation, and
measurable outcomes.17 This favors rosters with depth over celebrity.
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The Digital Leverage Imperative
The buyer-led booking shift is the most consequential structural change in our industry since the pandemic
forced virtual adoption. It demands a real rethinking of how agencies and bureaus create and capture value.

What Has Changed

Event planners are using AI tools to research speakers, compare credentials, watch clips, and build
shortlists before ever contacting a bureau. By the time a booking inquiry arrives, the decision is substantially
made. The Burrus Research data makes this concrete: among business leaders who booked AI speakers,
67% say speaker research is triggered by stakeholder planning sessions, and 97% compare multiple
speakers by reviewing reels during evaluation, not by calling a bureau.19 The pattern extends well beyond AI
– it reflects how digital-first research is compressing the traditional bureau discovery cycle across all
verticals. Requests increasingly sound like "Justin Forsett is on the shortlist for our SKO event. Is he
available Feb 1?" rather than "We need a speaker on leadership. What do you recommend?"

AI-powered platforms are accelerating this. Forbes reported on how startups like Talkadot are replacing
intuition-based booking with data-driven matching across a database of more than 12,000 speakers, using
audience feedback metrics and AI-generated shortlists to connect planners with talent.20 The traditional
phone call to the bureau is increasingly a confirmation step, not a discovery step.

Here is what that means in practice:

• Discovery is happening without you. If a speaker’s online presence, demo reel, testimonials, and
positioning are not exceptional, they are being eliminated in rounds the bureau never sees.

• Curation is being compressed. The traditional bureau function of presenting three to five options is
being replaced by buyers arriving with one or two names. The bureau’s role shifts from discovery to
validation, logistics, and risk management.

• Speed is non-negotiable. Booking timelines are compressing. The gap between inquiry and event date
is shrinking, which means agencies need operational infrastructure that can respond within hours, not
days.

• Digital assets are the new sales team. A speaker’s website, video library, social proof, and search
visibility are doing the selling to planners and committees before any human conversation occurs.19

What This Means for Representation

Agencies, bureaus, and managers who invest in the digital infrastructure of their rosters will compound their
advantage. Those who treat speaker websites, sizzle reels, and SEO as "the speaker’s problem" will
consistently find themselves entering conversations after the decision has already been made. The
representation model has to evolve from being primarily a sales channel to being a strategic platform that
amplifies discoverability, credibility, and conversion at every touchpoint.
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Some bureaus are already moving in this direction, offering content curation, audience analysis, and
post-event measurement services that go well beyond basic matchmaking.18 This expanded service model
creates stickier planner relationships and justifies commission structures in an era when the matchmaking
function itself is being automated.
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Strategic Recommendations

These recommendations are designed for immediate through medium-term action. They are organized by
priority. The goal is not to tell you what to do. It is to lay out the options clearly so you can decide what fits
your business, your roster, and your market.

01 Diversify Geographic Revenue Exposure Now
If more than 25% of your revenue is tied to GCC-based or U.S. inbound international events,
geographic diversification is not a long-term aspiration. It is urgent. Southern Europe (Portugal, Spain,
Italy, Greece) is absorbing relocated demand right now. Build or deepen planner relationships in these
markets before H2 2026 availability tightens.

→ Map current revenue by geography and identify concentration risks
→ Identify European event planners and PCOs managing relocated GCC programs
→ Develop or activate relationships with European venue and logistics partners
→ Position multilingual and regionally relevant speakers for European audiences

02 Invest in Speaker Digital Infrastructure as a Bureau Asset
In a buyer-led market, the quality of a speaker's digital presence directly impacts the bureau's
pipeline. Treat speaker discoverability as a core business investment, not an optional talent
responsibility. The bureaus that systematically elevate their roster's digital assets will capture inquiries
that competitors never see.

→ Audit every rostered speaker's website, video library, and social proof for buyer readiness
→ Develop a minimum digital standard for representation (demo reel quality, SEO, testimonials)
→ Create bureau-level content that elevates individual speaker visibility (trend reports, curated lists)
→ Invest in search visibility for speaker profiles on bureau platforms

03 Build Contingency Architecture into Every Engagement
In the current environment, disruption-ready operations are a competitive advantage, not just risk
management. Agencies that can offer planners confidence through structured contingency options
will earn and retain business when uncertainty is this high.

→ Develop standardized backup speaker protocols and communicate them proactively to planners
→ Build pre-vetted speaker substitution lists by topic and tier
→ Include virtual/hybrid delivery capability as a standard requirement for rostered talent
→ Negotiate flexible rescheduling and force majeure clauses into all speaker agreements
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04 Expand the Service Model Beyond Matchmaking
Basic speaker-to-planner matchmaking is being commoditized by AI and buyer self-service. The
defensible value of agencies and bureaus lies in advisory, curation, measurement, and risk
management. Expanding the service layer justifies commission structures and creates relationships
that AI cannot replicate.

→ Offer pre-event audience analysis and content alignment services
→ Develop post-event impact measurement and ROI reporting capabilities
→ Provide trend intelligence and agenda strategy support to planners
→ Position the bureau as a strategic programming partner, not a booking intermediary

05 Develop a Structured Virtual/Hybrid Revenue Strategy
Virtual and hybrid formats are not pandemic compromises. They are permanent tools for reach
extension, contingency, and revenue diversification. But the market has matured past simply adding a
camera to a stage. A deliberate virtual strategy is different from treating it as an afterthought.

→ Ensure all rostered speakers have professional virtual delivery capability and production quality
→ Develop virtual-specific pricing and packaging (not just discounted in-person rates)
→ Create hybrid programming options that serve both audiences with distinct, intentional experiences
→ Explore asynchronous and on-demand content models as extensions of live engagement revenue

06 Position for the 2026 Mega-Event Calendar
Despite the disruptions, 2026 has significant upside events. The FIFA World Cup (hosted across the
U.S., Canada, and Mexico), the U.S. Semiquincentennial celebrations, and the wave of relocated
European events represent real booking opportunities for agencies that position early.

→ Identify corporate side-event and hospitality programs surrounding FIFA World Cup host cities
→ Develop speaker packages for sports, leadership, and cultural programming tied to World Cup themes
→ Map the relocated European conference calendar and proactively approach organizers
→ Build relationships with destination marketing organizations in host cities

07 Strengthen Cross-Border Operational Capability
An international industry requires international operational muscle. The current disruptions have
exposed the vulnerability of agencies that operate primarily within a single national market.
Cross-border booking, contracting, travel logistics, and cultural fluency are now table stakes.

→ Develop or formalize international partnership networks with bureaus in key growth markets
→ Standardize cross-border contracting and payment processes
→ Build regional expertise hubs (or partnerships) for Europe, Asia-Pacific, and Latin America
→ Invest in multilingual capabilities for both roster and operations
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