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In 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic and ensuing regulations meant that your 

organization had two options when planning events: host fully virtual experiences 

or cancel your events outright. For most organizations, this meant a quick pivot to 

virtual conferences, meetings, and other events.

Now, heading into the new year, the event landscape is changing— with virtual, in-

person, and a hybrid combination of the two all emerging as options for association 

events. With that in mind, let’s look forward to the future of virtual and hybrid events, 

as well as the best practices that your organization can use to be successful with 

both:

▶  What does the future of virtual events look like?

▶  Anatomy of Virtual and Hybrid Events

▶  How can you successfully prepare for virtual and hybrid 
events in 2021 and beyond?

Let’s dive in.
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The 2021 event landscape presents a more hopeful picture than the year prior. With 

the long-awaited rollout of the COVID-19 vaccination and whispers of a return to in-

person interactions, the options for hosting an event in 2021 have expanded:

•  Fully virtual events. A fully virtual experience involves attendees engaging 

from their own location via a virtual event platform— such as Web 

Courseworks’ Conference Now. 

•  Hybrid events. A hybrid event combines virtual and in-person experiences, 

empowering some attendees to gather while others tune in via the virtual 

event platform.

•  In-person events. These are the events that you’re familiar with from pre-

pandemic times, but going forward, they’re likely to have limited capacity 

and attendance as society slowly returns to in-person gatherings.

While it’s wonderful to not be confined to virtual-only events, the expanded 

possibilities will complicate event planning going forward. For example, while some 

members are eager to return to in-person experiences, others are hesitant to do so 

What does 
the future of 
virtual events 
look like?
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until a full vaccine rollout is realized. And, others yet are enjoying virtual engagement 

and hoping to continue doing so.

Early research on the future of virtual events reflects these mixed opinions. When 

surveying nearly 1,000 association members and staff, it was found that:

•  Even when events are fully safe again, only 15% are interested in returning 

entirely to in-person means.

• Half of those surveyed preferred mostly or entirely virtual options.

• 33% wanted a hybrid event option combining the two.

This hesitation to return to fully in-person experiences isn’t surprising, as virtual 

events have a plethora of benefits for associations. In addition to increased 

accessibility and the ability to reach members near and far, these events often have 

decreased overhead costs.

With the knowledge that virtual and hybrid events are rising in 2021, let’s break down 

these formats in further detail.
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Whether you’re hosting a fully virtual or hybrid event, the basic elements are the 

same: event sessions and content, the exhibitor experience, sponsorship packages, 

and attendee engagement strategies.

EVENT SESSIONS AND CONTENT

This describes the content you share with 

attendees over the course of your virtual or hybrid 

event, including panel discussions, Q&A sessions, 

educational presentations, networking events, and 

more.

There are three main considerations to keep in mind 

when designing your event’s sessions and content:

•  Presentation Format: This refers to how you present content to attendees. 

The options include live streamed sessions with Q&A, pre-recorded sessions 

Anatomy 
of Virtual 
and Hybrid 
Events
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that are broadcast with moderated live chat, and on-demand sessions that 

attendees can explore on their own schedule.

•  Event Layout: This refers to how sessions are organized. For example, a 

traditional event layout would resemble a webinar, with a single webcam 

and presentation slides. On the other hand, a multi-track event featuring 

webinars and live panel discussions would be considered a combination 

layout.

•  Timing: Event sessions are most often held in 60, 30, and 15-minute 

increments. The longer sessions (60 minutes) are best for longer 

discussions, such as a 45 minute panel discussion with a 15 minute Q&A 

session. The shorter sessions work well for entertainment and sharing 

member stories.

When comparing virtual and hybrid experiences, it’s important to consider how the 

different audiences will experience content. In a hybrid event, for example, in-person 

attendees will be in the same room as panelists while the same experience will be 

livestreamed to virtual audiences.

EXHIBITOR EXPERIENCE

For a hybrid event, you’ll be able to replicate the in-

person trade show or poster hall experience for in-

person attendees. However, for virtual events and 

the virtual environment of hybrid events, you’ll need 

to translate this to the digital sphere. This includes 

virtual:

•  Booths: Exhibitors can provide information 

about their product or service via downloadable brochures and pamphlets, 

product videos, and contact links.

•  Poster Hall: Exhibitors can display their branding and share digital 

resources. Consider allotting time for each poster sponsor to present their 

product or service.
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•  Live Chat: Members and exhibitors can connect in real-time via live chat. 

Consider setting predetermined availability hours to ensure exhibitors only 

receive messages when they’re able to respond.

Preserving the exhibitor experience in virtual and hybrid environments retains value 

for both your sponsors and your attendees alike, securing much-needed non-dues 

revenue and providing networking opportunities for members.

SPONSORSHIP PACKAGES

Virtual and hybrid events offer a variety of 

opportunities for sponsorship. Within your virtual 

event platform alone you can offer static digital 

advertisements, video ads, and sponsored sessions. 

Beyond that, you can offer email blasts and 

advertisements, space on your virtual event microsite, 

and on-site branding opportunities for the in-person 

component.

Keep the following in mind when creating sponsorship packages:

•  Create tiered sponsorship packages. As the tiers increase in value, that 

value should be reflected in the price. This allows a variety of sponsors with 

unique budgets to participate in your event.

•  Offer limited tiers of sponsorship. Sponsorship packages should be 

straightforward and easy to choose between, simplifying the process for 

sponsors and your team alike.

•  Encourage sponsor competition. Consider offering limited amounts of 

each tier. Market the limited tiers accordingly, increasing the exclusivity and 

interest in those tiers due to their scarce nature. 

Just as virtual events were new for your association in 2020, the same holds true for 

your sponsors. Focus on the unique benefits offered by virtual events and hybrid 

events, such as the ability to share content long after the event is completed, to 

attract these organizations to sponsor your event.
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ATTENDEE ENGAGEMENT

For virtual and hybrid events, it’s crucial that you 

empower in-person and virtual attendees to connect 

with one another. One of the biggest attractions of 

association events is networking across members. 

If attendees are only able to network with those 

experiencing the event from a similar venue as they 

are— at home or in-person— they will have limited 

networking potential and potentially be dissuaded 

from engaging in the future.

Here are a few tools that you can use to break the barrier between in-person and 

virtual attendees:

•  Breakout Sessions: Empower attendees to connect in small groups to 

discuss their shared interest in predetermined topics. Virtual attendees can 

chime in via video conferencing software in your virtual event platform. 

In-person attendees can join that video conference while also meeting 

together in one space, connecting face-to-face with other in-person 

attendees.

•  Question & Answer: Rather than simply broadcasting event content to your 

audience, invite them to participate in the experience. With moderated 

live chat, you can host Q&A sessions alongside content for an interactive 

viewing experience.

•  Discussion Boards: After engaging educational content and presentations, 

invite attendees to continue the conversation with discussion boards. Tie 

these boards to specific event activities, such as event topics or networking 

icebreakers, and leave attendees to do the rest.

This is powered by your virtual event platform, which both sets of audiences should 

have access to. With these tools, in-person and virtual attendees can converse with 

one another and experience the event as a community.
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PRESENT AN EQUIVALENT 
EXPERIENCE TO BOTH VIRTUAL AND 
HYBRID AUDIENCES.

When hosting a virtual or hybrid event, the in-

person and online audience experiences should be 

comparable. We recommend:

•  Sharing resources both in-person and as 
downloadable resources. Any brochures, 

leaflets, educational resources, and more should be available for members 

regardless of location. This would be facilitated via your virtual event 

platform.

•  Live streaming all in-person presentations for online attendees. For 

example, Web Courseworks partners with Mediasite to provide onsite 

capture and streaming for hybrid events via our Conference Now virtual 

event platform.

How can you 
successfully 
prepare for 
virtual and 
hybrid events 
in 2021 and 
beyond?
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Virtual attendees should feel as though they’re “in the room” with in-person 

attendees, and vice versa.

PRIORITIZE INTERACTION 
BETWEEN VIRTUAL AND IN-PERSON 
AUDIENCES.

We’ve briefly discussed attendee engagement tools 

that can foster connection between in-person and 

virtual attendees in the case of a hybrid event, but 

how can you use those tools to ensure these two 

audiences connect?

Here are a few tips:

•  Include virtual and hybrid attendees in the same breakout sessions. 
In the breakout session, in-person and virtual attendees can connect via 

video conferencing software and have a conversation as they would during 

a virtual event. This greatly expands the networking opportunities for 

members.

•  Use polls, surveys, and live chat to engage all attendees at once. When 

polling the audience, questions should be posed to both virtual and in-

person attendees. And, while in-person audiences can converse with one 

another, they should also be encouraged to connect with virtual audiences 

via your virtual event platform.

The goal here is to remove as many barriers as possible between in-person and 

virtual audiences, so all attendees have a comparable experience.
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OPEN THE VIRTUAL EVENT 
PLATFORM IN ADVANCE.

We recommend opening your virtual event platform 

a few days in advance of your virtual or hybrid event.

This allows your association’s staff, any sponsors 

and presenters, and both online and in-person 

audiences to navigate the platform prior to the start 

of the event. You can resolve any technical issues— 

such as challenges logging in and confusion surrounding how to engage with the 

technology— in advance to save time during the event itself.

To some extent, this will depend on the virtual event platform you’re working with. 

For example, associations hosting events via Web Courseworks’ Conference Now 

can access the website a week in advance to review content, formatting, and other 

specifications. Then, the site can be opened 1-2 days in advance to allow attendees to 

familiarize themselves with the platform’s navigation.

INVEST IN AN EFFECTIVE VIRTUAL 
EVENT PLATFORM.

While you likely used some sort of virtual event 

platform in 2020, some organizations found that 

their first attempt at hosting a virtual event left 

something to be desired. We recommend heading 

back to the drawing board— beginning with your 

virtual event platform— to ensure your tech stack is 

optimized for the future of virtual and hybrid events.

Web Courseworks’ Conference Now is a robust virtual event platform that can house 

both virtual and hybrid events going forward. It has the following capabilities to set 

your team up for success:

https://webcourseworks.com/virtual-event-solutions/
https://webcourseworks.com/virtual-event-solutions/
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•  A variety of session experiences. You’re able to share a variety of content— 

from pre-recorded sessions to live-streamed keynotes— within the platform.

•  Interactive platform environment. With audience Q&A, live chat, and polls, 

attendees are engaged in the experience for the entire duration.

•  Virtual networking opportunities. With live chat and built-in video 

conferencing software (Zoom, GoToMeeting), virtual networking is more 

accessible than ever.

•  Online tradeshow and poster hall capability. Sponsors and exhibitors can 

host virtual “booths,” sharing informational resources and live chatting with 

interested attendees.

•  Push notifications. You can set notifications and reminders to alert 

attendees of important sessions and activities during the event.

Beyond this, the Web Courseworks team can produce and manage the technical 

aspects of your event from start-to-finish. Our virtual event solutions range from 

event setup to full-service production, offering pre-, during, and post-event services. 

To learn more, request a demo today.

https://webcourseworks.com/request-a-demo/

