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CEOCFO: Mr. Scherago, what is Scherago International?
Mr. Scherago: Scherago is primarily an independent conference management 
organization representing nonprofit medical association across various sectors of 
the scientific community. We have two primary meeting that we own and manage in 
the life sciences area known as the plant and animal general conference and it is 
the largest general mixed conference focusing on plant and animal genetic 
research. It has over 3000 attendees and the 24th meeting is going on this coming 
January. It takes place the first week of January every year. It has been in San 
Diego, California its entire life. We have an excellent relationship with the Town and 
Country hotel in San Diego. That is our biggest project in our portfolio. We also have 
a smaller version of the meeting, which takes place in Singapore. We just completed 
our third version of that meeting. It is a much smaller conference. It draws around 
300 attendees and its focus is similar but designed to give people that are in Asia, 
India, and Australia, countries where it is difficult for them to get Visas into the 
United States to attend the meeting in San Diego.

CEOCFO: What are some of the challenges in putting together and running a 
successful conference?
Mr. Scherago: The most important component of putting on a scientific conference 
of the magnitude that we are discussing is making sure that you are working with a 
strong scientific program committee of individuals who are very well connected in 
the scientific community for which you are working in. We just happen to be in the 
life sciences, genomics area focusing on Ag and animal genomics. We are not on 
the human side, although there is quite a bit of overlap as for as the research is 
concerned. I think that is the largest focus one would need to address because the 
key to building a following for scientific conference is the quality of the science. 
Other things will follow and after the meeting occurs, they will evaluate the meeting 
on various levels but I would argue that the primary level or the most important level 
for them is the quality of the science because these folks are only going to one or 
two meetings a year. Obviously, budgets are tight and people cannot travel all over 
the place these days. So they are going to go to meetings if they can make a case 
for it to superiors as to why they want attend. Big names certainly often ask for large 
fee structures for plenary talks and we stay away from that. We stated that from the 
beginning that we do not pay for plenary talks so we do not have to address that. 
People know that and we turn people down all the time simply because we do not go 
down that path. Then from there you have logistics, if the meeting runs smoothly. 
That is also part of the evaluation that someone would go through in determining 
whether they would return to the meeting in future years. 

CEOCFO: Many conferences seem to spend a lot of time pushing or talking about the side events and some the 
amenities. Is that of lesser important because it is scientific? Are people of a more serious nature looking for the 
meat rather than just getting away?
Mr. Scherago: The networking component of these meetings is very valuable. This is supported by the results of our post 
meeting survey as to why attendees come to our meetings and in many cases (65%) they return year after year after year. 
We have been at this for 23 years going on 24. It is the largest, most successful meeting in this area. They come for one 
of three reasons: one is the science, two is the networking, and three is to see what latest technologies are going in the 
industry because we have a significant exhibit program with over 125 exhibitors. We do have many social functions, some 
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of which are just standard fair that you need to have at any meeting that lasts five days long. We have coffee breaks, we 
have lunch, we have an opening reception, and we have a closing reception. We can afford to do all these things because 
the meeting is as successful as it is. In the earlier days, we were not able to provide those things and an example of that 
would be the meeting is Singapore. Conducting meetings overseas has been a learning experience for us because the 
cost structure there is significantly higher. Unfortunately, we did pick a very expensive city to go to; probably the only other 
more expensive city that we could go to is in Dubai. We have had some learning curves to go through to be able put on a 
financially successful conference there. The first few years it was pretty lean and then we finally figured it all out and now 
have a good handle of everything. We do not do those kinds of receptions at that meeting because they are expensive 
and there just is not the demand at that smaller level. They do serve a function if you can afford them, which provides us 
another networking opportunity and networking is a major aspect at these conferences. 

CEOCFO: Did you start out looking at animals and Ag or was it opportunistic that you developed in that arena?
Mr. Scherago: Someone actually approached us. We were three years into the human genome area. We were the first 
human genome conference to address the sequence of the human genome back in 1987-1990. After doing that meeting 
for three years, the competition certainly got pretty fierce. We went from being the first to one of 30 in three years and 
someone approached us while we were at the last year of the human genome conference with the idea of approaching 
the ag market and we felt it was an untapped market and that someday it could be a very successful arena. There was 
nobody major in that market place, only one very large association that was not covering this particular area very well. We 
gave it a shot and it was pretty lean in the beginning years but it still had 300 to 500 people for the first five or six years 
but then when the federal government started supporting ag genomics and the federal funding went up, that is when we 
went through a growth spurt.

CEOCFO: Would you tell us something about the other conferences that you have built upon to today?
Mr. Scherago: The other area of our business has to do with representing nonprofit medical associations and we are less 
involved in that then we have been in the past. For many years, we were primarily the exhibit and sales arm of several 
large medical associations, the largest of which being the American Association for Clinical Chemistry and we 
represented them for over 25 years selling there exhibit space and sponsorship at their clinical diagnostics meeting. That 
relationship ended in 2013. There were other clients along the way where our role was selling and managing the 
exhibition portion and we were compensated strictly by a commission fee as compared to the other meetings which we 
own where we are responsible for the profit and loss of the meeting and all aspects of the meeting. In those scenarios 
where we are contracted by the scientific association, our primary role is to sell to industry, selling sponsorships and 
exhibit space. That area has changed quite a bit. There are a few very large companies that are basically covering a lot of 
that area of that market. The pharmaceutical area was one that we were servicing and that has been hit pretty hard with 
all the regulations that have occurred over the last five years with the new federal restrictions on what pharmaceutical 
companies are allowed to do with their marketing dollars, especially at medical meetings and how primary care physicians 
are treated at these meetings. It has made it very difficult for medical associations that are generating the lion share of 
their meeting revenue from industry, specifically pharmaceutical companies, because budgets have been severely cut. 
We have reorganized over the last couple of years since those relationships have ended and are focusing primarily on our 
own proprietary products and we do some work overseas with scientific medical shows with large conference organizers 
that are already organizing events over there. One is called Informa, which is a large global conference organizer in 
Dubai, and we sell for one their large general medical shows, called MedLab and that relationship has been quite 
successful for us for many years. We also do some business in China with the China Medical Equipment Fair (CMEF). 
We are also in discussion with other organizations in other countries who are considering starting conferences in the 
diagnostic arena. Because we are known in the industry to be the expert when it pertains to generating revenue from 
industry because of our relationship with the Clinical Laboratory Diagnostics Association that I referenced earlier. 
Obviously, we developed quite a reputation over the 25 years that we worked for them so we are well known 
internationally. The gentleman that manages that side of our business has been in the business for over 35 years and is 
very well respected. We are always looking to start new ventures and get involved with other events. 

CEOCFO: What is new in the conference world? How do you evaluate? Do you need to be trendy for trend’s 
sake?
Mr. Scherago: My perspective on that, especially from the technology side, is that there is so much technology out there. 
You have to be discerning in determining where you spend your money and what is the best value for your attendees. 

“We just happen to be in the life sciences, genomics area focusing on Ag and animal genomics. We are not on the human side, 
although there is quite a bit of overlap as for as the research is concerned. I think that is the largest focus one would need to 
address because the key to building a following for scientific conference is the quality of the science.” - Darrin Scherago



3

You have to put yourself in the shows of the attendees and evaluate what you are doing from their perspective. For our 
large meeting in San Diego for many years we did a lot of the work in house. We had scientists who had pretty expensive 
web development backgrounds and they helped us do a lot of the work in developing our website and doing the abstract 
submissions. We did that all in house. As the meeting grew, I came to the realization it was time to step out of that format 
and invest money into technology that could stream line things and give us more functionality. That is exactly what we did. 
The advanced technologies for abstract submissions, databases, and mobile apps, although they are not new, you should 
be using all of them. The experience from the attendee from the very beginning is one where they are going to expect 
everything to just work. These people are used to attending conferences and they expect to see the levels of technology 
that are deployed at these shows, especially mobile apps. You have to have it otherwise you are going to be left behind. 
For the first time this year, although I have been pushing for it for five years, we will be reducing the amount of content we 
put into our printed program guide that we distribute onsite. All of the abstract content, which has been available online 
and in mobile app for several years, will no longer be included our printed directory. They will access it exclusively via the 
mobile app, through the interactive database on our website and via a downloadable pdf.

CEOCFO: Do you and your staff pay attention to the companies that are presenting and the ideas or are you so 
involved with the mechanics that it is just not a focus for you?
Mr. Scherago: I do sit-in on some of the plenary talks, specifically ones that are high enough of a discussion, which is 
really the focus of a plenary talk. A plenary talk should not be get into the nitty gritty science. These are usually high level 
overviews of a particular subject matter. I tend to focus on attending the ones that are on subjects that I understand or that 
I am comfortable listening to. I do not focus much on the industry workshops. We offer for any exhibitor of the show to 
host a two hour session on any content that they want and that is where the technology is being discussed. These are the 
companies who are looking to generate business and the attendees go to these sessions fully aware they are going to be 
hearing some level of science and some level of a pitch about the products. In many cases, these attendees are already 
using these products from these companies and they are going to learn about what they are up to next. Just like how 
Apple comes out with new versions of their products from time to time, these companies do the same. I mainly hear it 
from talking to people, walking through the exhibit hall and going to the booths, seeing what is going on and talking to the 
representatives in the booths because I do not have the time to go to the sessions. It is very important to be out there and 
taking a proactive role so that you are aware of what is going on in the market place.

CEOCFO: How is business?
Mr. Scherago: It is good. The meeting in San Diego continues to grow year after year. Attendance has hit a record for the 
last three years. We are just now in our planning cycle for the 2016 meeting and things are going very well. We have a 
very robust program and great plenary speakers. We are moving forward with our Singapore meeting again in 2016. We 
try to keep those two events about six months apart and we are now considering the possibility in 2017 of taking the 
Singapore meeting to Seoul, South Korea, which is an area that is very active in the genomics community. We have been 
getting many requests to consider some other countries for putting on the smaller version of the San Diego conference. 
Now that we have a pretty good handle on operating overseas and understand the cost structure and have a good feel for 
our revenue streams, we are more comfortable with considering stepping out of the box. We have been staying in 
Singapore because we know the hotel and we have been able to negotiate a good contract. Once you move to another 
country, you are obviously going to have a bit of a learning curve but I think we are ready.

Interview conducted by: Lynn Fosse, Senior Editor, CEOCFO Magazine
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For more information visit:
www.scherago.com


