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Virtual events are here to stay, 
that much we can all agree on. But what 
does that mean for physical experiences?  

When the world reopens and people feel safe to travel 
again and participate in live events, what will the events 
landscape look like?  The pandemic has shown us that 
virtual, when done well, is an effective communications 
channel in its own right, making a compelling case for a 
future where it co-exists harmoniously alongside in-
person experiences in the events mix.

But there are challenges, both in the short- and long-
term.  Virtual audience expectations are going up, 
technology continues to develop at a fast pace and there 
is an ever-increasing array of different platform and 
format options available.  Importantly, there is still 
nothing quite like the in-person experience when it 
comes to certain aspects of events, like networking and 
sharing success.

In the future will it be 
possible to create an 

event that is tailored to all 
audiences and meets all 

business objectives?
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Introduction
We recently asked leading events, marketing 
and communications experts for their 
thoughts on the future of events following 
the biggest transformation the industry 
has ever seen.

What became immediately obvious is that 
this seismic shift in the delivery of events and 
the resulting audience experience has made 
organisations re-evaluate the purpose of 
events and their priorities for how they want 
to engage with their audiences in future.

Faced with the ongoing uncertainty over 
the continued and lasting impact of the 
pandemic, it’s important to keep in mind: 
what is our job when running events?  How 
can we solve business problems?  What 
responsibilities do we have, as organisations?  

While many businesses spent 2020 adapting 
to a new world, we now have the chance to 
be proactive in the choices we make about 
how to inspire audiences and improved 
business performance.

With the help of our research, we 
have identified six key opportunities 
for the industry to reimagine events 
with an integrated approach.

Our sincere thanks for their time and 
input to everyone who contributed to 
this report.
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Elevating virtual
In the short to medium term, how do we combat Zoom fatigue 
and ensure our online audiences are engaged with our content? 

The audience journey
How do we tailor the event experience to different audiences by ensuring the 
channel they use matches their needs, thereby maximising both reach and impact? 

Measurement
Data harnessed from a virtual event offers true marketing intelligence –
how can this data be mined and used in the best way? 

Innovating with technology
How do we stay up to speed with advances in technology to 

take full advantage of what virtual and integrated have to offer?

Sustainability impact
Could retooling, replanning and taking a more considered and

sustainable approach to delivering events longer term be a game-changer?

A new breed of events professional
How do we ensure that the event teams of the future

have the right skillset mix for an integrated events model?
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Elevating virtual
“A high point [at one of our events] was 
double attendance but I don’t feel the 
customers found it as beneficial.” 

Insight:

Zoom fatigue is real – so how do we 
make the virtual ‘experience’ better?

Opportunity:

While we want to see the most important 
and effective elements of a live event being 
brought to life in the virtual space, mimicking 
live by creating a virtual walkthrough 
experience is not the answer – we need to 
be more creative and develop the big ideas 
that build excitement, anticipation and 
provoke conversation both inside and 
outside a virtual event.

We’ve seen a huge opportunity for virtual 
to smash targets and expectations through 
wider reach, better data and reduced 
environmental impact.

However, if the engagement and ROI from 
a virtual event is to match that of live, the 
content bar needs to be raised.  Reaching 
all four corners of the world without the 
expense of a global event programme is an 
appealing prospect, but if the quality of the 
content is lacking, its impact will be minimal.

Investing in industry-leading technology 
and best-in-class production values will 
bring the event content to life with 
authenticity and originality.

“Businesses underestimate the cost of 
delivering quality digital experiences. 
A fast response to virtual led to quick 
and dirty events and low pricing. With 
improved production comes 
increased cost – budgets and 
production values need to go up 
in order to deliver value and a return 
on investment.”
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Innovating with technology
“Businesses and agencies need to be 
across new innovation, technology and 
the different platforms, and the ability 
to mix and match, as there is no one 
platform that can do everything.”

Insight:

Technology is and will continue to be 
at the core of all event formats. 

Opportunity:

Since the pivot to virtual in March 2020, 
there has been an overwhelming amount 
of new technology to understand and use 
on a daily basis – from simple Zoom 
and Teams tech to full-scale 
immersive experiences.  

This previously unknown, and frankly 
daunting, element of virtual has now become 
second nature to most event professionals.

There is so much more to discover by 
keeping up with the newest innovations. 
Technologically advanced platforms will be 
used as we get more creative with ideas for 
how to engage audiences, share content 
and gather intelligence.  Virtual reality, 
mixed reality, AI, broadcast quality 
productions, motion graphics and the latest 
animation techniques will all play their part.

The real value will come from embracing 
a ‘mix and match’ approach of platforms 
for each event and tech collaboration. 
There needs to be a particular focus on 
networking tools and there is an opportunity 
to use more creative tools from the 
gaming and immersive theatre world to 
bring the event messages to life. 

Consideration should also be given to 
alternative communications channels. 
Our research highlighted a preference for 
audio experiences such as podcasts as a 
means to liberate people from their screens.  
This in turn provides an opportunity for 
ongoing audience engagement rather than 
one-off events, involving further integration 
with marketing / communications 
departments and social media teams.

“5G is just around the corner. 
This combined with new technologies 
allows us to deliver virtual and hybrid 
like we haven’t before.  We need to 
show it, rather than talk about it, 
how we can use 5G and virtual reality 
and up the game in virtual events, 
and that will be a big part of 
companies’ digital transformation.”
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The audience journey
“Can you replicate the same positive 
emotional responses online?  There is a 
need to create that group identity.  Yes, there 
is more interaction online but we’re missing 
the senses and physical intimacy.  Physical 
co-presence provides a sense of power and 
collective empowerment that the online 
event struggles to create.”

Insight:

There is a broad acceptance among event 
delegates that the virtual experience is not 
comparable to the power of live events, 
and that the joy of live has not been fully 
harnessed online, especially from a human 
connection point of view.

Opportunity:

“People would love to have at least that one 
yearly live face-to-face event – we are all longing 
for the sense of community and spontaneous 
social networking time, to make a connection, 
which makes working together better.”

In accepting that live will be back, choice 
will be everything.  Although delegates can 
currently only join an event remotely, they 
will soon have the option to attend and 
engage with an event and its content in the 
way that best suits them and their needs. 
This then requires each audience journey 
to be mapped separately to ensure that it 
is meaningful, impactful and exciting in 
its own right.

The demographics of an event audience 
are a key factor in choosing the right channel 
to engage with them.  Do they want to learn 
or network?  Are they time-poor?  Do they 
spend all day looking at a screen and crave 
something different?  Will they want to travel? 

Events were historically optimised for the 
in-person experience, but from now on 
they will become optimised for the variety 
of different ways people choose to watch 
and participate.

“Companies will need an on-demand / 
virtual / hybrid / live strategy for their 
content to build audience 
engagement and communities.”

Possible 
pic
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Sustainability impact
“Virtual has a 99% lower carbon footprint 
than live.” 

Selina Donald, Sustainability Consultant

Insight:

The tidal wave of collective environmental 
and societal consciousness that swept 
through the past decade is set to 
keep sustainability near the top of 
business agendas.

Opportunity:

Major conferences and trade shows attract 
sizable global audiences and, while this can 
be good for business, we are all aware that 
the resulting carbon emissions have a 
negative impact on the environment. 

With no travel or physical waste, the 
emissions generated from virtual events 
are much smaller. But they do still exist. 
From social media apps to video hosting 
platforms, the internet uses energy to store 
and transmit data.

Understanding this carbon footprint and 
how to reduce it is the key to hosting 
environmentally sustainable events, 
whether they be virtual, hybrid or live.

Not only do sustainable event offerings 
raise awareness of issues and inspire 
change, they can also cut running costs, 
boost your reputation, and open up a whole 
new world of sponsorship opportunities.

“As an organisation, we’re looking to 
become humbler, leaner and more 
focussed on value than volume. 
Our people are excited about the 
journey ahead and delighted to 
see their personal values more 
integrated with our company values. 
This is a global challenge and we 
will get there.”
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Measurement
“Virtual and hybrid budgets will increase 
as brands realise there is huge ROI 
to be gained from well-delivered 
digital experiences.”

Insight:

Virtual events provide a wealth of data, 
but the key is to understand which data is 
the most meaningful for measuring the 
success of an event and looking at how 
that data can be used to constantly 
improve the experience and engagement
for future events.

Opportunity:

Measurement criteria for a virtual event 
can be set depending on whether the 
objective is to increase revenue, retain 
customers, change behaviours or bring 
about mindset changes in an audience. The 
ability to track how delegates behave during 
an event, what they watch and interact with, 
how they respond to content and what they 
download provides rich data to inform the 
organiser’s marketing, comms or 
sales strategy.

The ROI of virtual is not only in the 
actionable insights it provides immediately 
after the event.  The real value comes 
from continuing to measure the audience’s 
change in behaviour and adoption, or the 
improvement in client conversion and 
order rates, over the following six or 
even 12 months. 

Extending the lifecycle of an event by 
making the content available on-demand 
can help to shape these outcomes. 
Understanding how delegates interact 
with the content after the event is just 
as useful as what they do during it, 
not to mention the potential of reaching 
a much wider audience.  

This has positive implications for ROI 
measurement, future marcomms activity and 
event sponsorship opportunities.

“Research shows that 48% of 
companies are reporting fewer leads 
and reduced revenues in the absence 
of live events.  I am confident they 
will return but with a focus on great 
content and ROI, supplemented 
by digital.”
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A new breed of events professional
“You think it will be easier online, 
but it isn’t – there is so much planning 
involved.  Testing, systems, additional 
equipment … I’ve spent more time on 
virtual productions than I usually do for live.  
It’s not a simpler approach.”

Insight:

Getting used to the new technology 
involved in running a virtual event 
has presented one of the biggest 
challenges for event professionals.

Opportunity:

Used to dealing with venues and caterers, 
travel schedules and production crews, 
research shows that just over half of 
event marketers have felt challenged 
by the logistics of virtual events and 
believe they require a different set 
of skills and resources.

Equally, understanding how best to shape 
the content and map each audience journey 
to optimise engagement across different 
formats and maximise ROI for each one will 
be an essential part of any event strategy 
from now on.  2021 and beyond will see a 
move into broadcast standard productions, 
making a virtual or hybrid show feel like more 
of an occasion by being more immersive.

It is therefore not unreasonable to suggest 
that event managers of the future will require 
new skills to manage a variety of different 
responsibilities under their remit.

Organisations of all sizes are going to need 
to facilitate this learning process and 
empower their employees to reimagine 
the future of events along with them. 
While these are very new skillsets for many 
events professionals, much of their previous 
experience and specialisation 
is still invaluable - now it’s just a matter 
of applying it in a different context.

“Companies need to be across new 
event technology on every level and 
learn how to troubleshoot – it is a new 
skillset for many in the events industry 
but an exciting opportunity to evolve.”
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Some closing thoughts from our CEO, Jo Randle
While there is uncertainty about the 
evolution of events post-COVID, our 
research and our experience over both 
the past 12 months and 24 years has allowed 
us to make a number of informed predictions 
about the future of the industry.

The terms face-to-face, virtual and hybrid 
will be dropped - events will be integrated 
and omnichannel by default.

‘Live first’, supported by digital, will 
become mainstream by 2023, partly due 
to travel opening up again and partly 
due to the need to drive revenue from 
sponsors and exhibitors.  Most importantly 
though, people want to meet, connect 
and build trust.  

We recognise this as fundamental human 
behaviour and a need which the pandemic 
has not only not eradicated but positively 
reinforced. Integrated is an ideal solution 
for those events where the physical 
experience is still a priority.

Changes to the events business model 
will shift the focus away from large-scale, 
‘mass marketing’ events to bringing local 
audiences together safely and connecting a 
wider audience through the power of digital.  
The challenges we previously faced with the 
scalability and measurability of live events 
will be more easily addressed with digital 
solutions.  Technological advances mean 
we are no longer constrained by venue size.  
By leveraging the power of digital and on-
demand content, we can engage larger 
audiences than ever before.

Sustainability and eco credentials will 
become a focus and opportunity for the 
industry as a whole. Climate change is making 
large companies re-think their travel policies 
and virtual is the obvious answer to that 
challenge. Event planning should and will 
require carbon emissions to be tracked, with 
processes in place to mitigate their impact. 

Finally, community building will be at the 
heart of everything we do.  Successful 
businesses will be those that deeply embed 
themselves in customer workflows, designing 
content and connections that align with 
customer needs, regardless of channel 
or format.

What the future of the industry truly 
looks like is still an open question, but 
the discovery process has officially 
begun. Let us inspire you to reimagine 
your events.
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About Aspect
Aspect is an integrated event 
communications agency.

We work with business leaders, 
event marketers, communications 
professionals and sales directors 
to produce events with impact 
as well as reach.

Our service offering is designed 
to provide you with a consistent, 
integrated approach across virtual, 
live, hybrid, audio and on-demand.

We’ve been creating virtual and 
hybrid events since before the 
internet was a thing: Our expert 
service offering is driven by 
experience, not circumstance. 

As a result, we are trusted 
by some of the biggest names 
in the world.

For more information please visit 
our website, 
www.aspect-communications.com

Jo Randle, CEO
t:   +44 (0)20 8282 7575
m:  +44 (0)7887 746946
e:   jo.randle@aspect-communications.com

www.aspect-communications.com

http://www.aspect-communications.com/
mailto:jo.randle@aspect-communications.com
http://www.aspect-communications.com/
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