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Introduction

It’s hardly possible to overstate just how much the COVID�19 pandemic has disrupted all
industries and niches around the world – and the event industry is no different. Event
industry organizers, clients, and venues alike have had to adapt quickly and unexpectedly
for the past two years. However, with 2022 upon us, we’re finally able to look toward the
future through a more long-term lens.

Instead of asking what the event industry will be like in five months, we’re finally able to
wonder about its outlook for the next five years. Still, if the event leaders successfully adapt
to some of the long-term changes brought about by the pandemic – they’ll need a firm
grasp of the future today.

Drawing on personal experiences of event organizers, aggregated data, and overall
trends, we’ll take a deep dive into what the future might hold for the event industry and
try to provide some practical insights.
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Event technology will become more
important – but not most important

Technology has always been crucial to every aspect of the event industry – production,
data gathering, engagement, you name it. However, the pandemic has shown us just how
much of a difference technological aptitude can make when it comes to staying at the event
industry’s forefront.

Lulled into a false sense of comfort, many organizers
used to believe that event technology was just a small

niche or something that would become completely
standardized. Yet, COVID-19 has shown us that the

opposite is true.

Even without the pandemic, the event industry will likely keep hitting new problems that
need solving and new exciting areas to expand to. The tech that’s used for sports events
and music festivals today will likely have exciting applications for B2B events and trade
shows tomorrow.

The evolving field of educational technology will become more relevant for event organizers
in the future, especially for organizers of professional events where education is the primary
goal. Technology will allow for continued engagement by delivering relevant educational
content in a unique and memorable way.

The role of augmented reality

And speaking of memorable ways of delivering content – augmented reality (often
shortened as AR� will become more than a strong gimmick used to impress less tech-savvy
attendees. In the future, AR presentations will become more mainstream, with people
holding up their phones near various real-world elements around the event space and
receiving enhanced, superimposed content.
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Of course, the exact nature of AR’s mainstream implementation in the event industry can’t
be predicted. This content could be presented on session room screens, monitors placed
around the event venue, printer signage, and show graphics.

Still, it’s bound to present a lot of content revenue and sponsorship opportunities for event
organizers and a half-virtual environment that reduces the amount of (now newly essential)
hygiene touchpoints and printing waste.

It’s not all about the technology

It’s important not to overstate the importance of “extended reality” experiences, though.
While the way people engage with event industry content may change, the content itself is
still the most essential piece of the puzzle, coupled with networking opportunities.

These days, Facebook’s Metaverse and similar virtual reality technologies are becoming the
new exciting frontier in technology; and while event industry technology is not immune to
fads, full-on virtual environments are likely to remain a niche way of organizing events for a
long time.

Motion tracking, processed virtual backgrounds, and all the other exciting VFX
breakthroughs won’t become crucial for the event industry for a long time – smaller AR
experiences are the most realistic expectation of tech utilization for the foreseeable future.

As the industry pivots back to IRL events and perfects the hybrid event experience, special
effects won’t take center stage when it comes to delivering upon client expectations.
Instead, it will be about the message – whether the audience can see and hear the message
and whether the event had enough “pizzaz” to make sure they actually remember the
message.
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Hybrid is here to stay

If you’ve been doing any reading about the event industry in the past two years, you’ve
probably heard this sentence already – hybrid events are here to stay. But it’s important to
understand that this goes beyond the events themselves.

The hybrid nature of our world extends far beyond event organization. Today, it’s not a
radical statement to say that we actually live in a hybrid world. The digital realm and
physical reality constantly blend and interweave in all of our daily experiences.

With that in mind, it’s worth taking a look at the
concept of “hybrid” in a broader way – and seeing what

lessons from other industries can be useful for the
event industry.

For instance, most office-based corporations around the world are struggling to retain top
talent as they attempt to pivot back to in-office work. Professionals have gotten used to the
idea of being able to work from home and manage their time more dynamically, and event
organizers may be dealing with the same problem.

Expectations are evolving

From the perspective of an event, a venue like a convention center is the physical HQ, but it
will have to be complemented by a digital HQ that also serves a remote audience. And this
isn’t something that will change as public health concerns abate. People have become
used to the possibility of attending meetings and events remotely, and many of them
have no desire to do it any other way in the future.
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Luckily, there are plenty of industries and areas that can serve as inspiration for mastering
hybrid events and simultaneously engaging a physical and a virtual audience.

Some industries have been working along the lines of a hybrid event concept for years
before the pandemic – such as the gaming industry. Large gaming conventions like E3 or
the San Diego Comic-Con have been dabbling in hybrid events for the past decade.
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Evolving monetization

Just like any other industry, the event industry has a couple of time-tested methods of
generating revenue. When it comes to events, ticket sales are the most obvious way to go.
However, the pandemic and the subsequent rise of digital events have resulted in a sharp
decline in ticket-based event revenue.

People have realized that they can happily capture 80% of the event’s content without ever
being physically present. And seeing as virtual events don’t come with the experience of a
decorated venue, food, or natural networking opportunities – they haven’t been able to
muster the same prices that an in-person ticket could.

The average rates for paid virtual events were actually just 20% of the ticket price an
organizer would charge for in-person attendance. In other words, a $1,000 ticket for an
in-person event could only go for $200 for virtual attendance.

People are simply less willing to spend a lot of money for the privilege of accessing a
streaming video feed on their computer or phone.

The future of monetization

Considering the increasing abundance of free-to-attend virtual experiences, event
organizers will likely have to look beyond the old ticket-based revenue models and find
new methods to incentivize attendees. Luckily, as we’ve noted above, technological
advancements constantly provide new opportunities for event organizers who want to
differentiate their virtual offerings from the rest of the fold.

Naturally, the other way to go is just to raise ticket
prices. While it’s the go-to option for most virtual event
organizers, it’s only a short-term solution. Still, the
average price for virtual event tickets has spiked up by
about 17% between 2020 and 2021, so there’s
definitely some more leeway here.
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Expectations of event sponsors are evolving

From sponsors to attendees – everyone’s expectations from events are gradually
becoming higher. And while expecting quality is only natural, expectations need to be
realistic. Sponsors and exhibitors are increasingly telling event organizers that it’s their goal
to invest less in physical and more into digital aspects of events to coincide with long-term
trends. However, they’re still measuring the ROI on both.

When the primary purpose of an event is revenue generation, less investment and less
space can’t result in better ROI in the short term. With that in mind, event organizers will
have to provide sponsors and exhibitors with a more in-depth understanding of their ROI to
avoid budget cuts and funding going elsewhere. If you want to ensure sponsors stay
excited about the prospects of your event, make sure they know exactly how they’ll be
getting value from your physical and virtual experiences. Also, event planners will have to
become more creative when it comes to seeking out sponsor opportunities.

This is especially true when selecting virtual partners and platforms – event planners would
do well to seek out those which have robust data analytics options. That way, proving ROI
to exhibitors will be easier, and organizers can be more specific while describing the
opportunities they’re creating for exhibitors.

If chosen properly, a virtual platform can provide brand
visibility and unique engagement tools that drive value

for hybrid and virtual sponsors.
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Year-round engagement will become crucial

Marketing professionals have been using year-round strategies for a while, but we can
safely say that event teams have been less pragmatic in that regard. Huge annual events
that don’t present many audience engagement opportunities throughout the rest of the
year have been the norm, at least until now.

When you tell your community, “See you next year,” you’re basically telling them you won’t
stay in touch before the time the next yearly convention rolls around – and in the
interconnected digital age, that’s just not enough anymore.

Plus, only connecting with the target audience for a couple of days each year substantially
lowers the quality of captured data – providing you with an inaccurate picture. And for the
event companies that recognize this gap, it’s also a huge opportunity for growth.

Becoming more familiar with a year-long engagement model significantly amplifies brand
awareness and helps with community building. Aligning events with other marketing efforts
can do wonders when it comes to strengthening the brand and audience sentiment for
larger companies.

That’s why plenty of organizers are rethinking their current virtual event models – becoming
more focused on 365-day connections created through hundreds of regular virtual
touchpoints. In the next five years, organizers will still be doing events, but they’ll probably
be doing smaller ones.

For instance, instead of a huge three-day Vegas event, you’ll be more likely to see three
one-day events in Chicago, Vegas, and NYC.

Professional associations have already been hard at work building such year-round
interactions. This is only logical, seeing as membership fees are their main source of
revenue, and these fees are directly dependent on member engagement levels. Many
associations have created virtual “showrooms” that let members interact and network
beyond the confines of individual events.

Considering the brand relevance and quality data this model brings, it’s safe to say more
and more organizers will be mobilizing around it in the coming years. Engaging with
audiences from more angles all year long will become an important goal for event leaders.
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Importance of data ownership

The privacy of personal information is an essential topic across many industries – and it will
become even more important for the event industry as virtual experiences gain steam. The
increasing popularity of hybrid and virtual events, combined with more prominent event
technology, means that the amount of data collected and stored by event organizers and
platforms has increased exponentially.

This data collection is coupled with higher attendee expectations when it comes to data
security. Logically, plenty of event organizers agree with the sentiment – looking into the
data policies of their event platforms to ensure proper data ownership by attendees.

It’s becoming clear what the expectations will be in
the future – data belonging to those who actually own

it, meaning end-users. Not the software companies
that work with event organizers and not the event

organizers themselves.

Event organizers who want to meet all the audience expectations in terms of data
protection will be increasingly looking for more secure platforms that act as mere
custodians of data. And if event organizers intend to own the data, it’s important to be
completely transparent and upfront about that, allowing audiences and communities to act
in response.
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Bigger focus on societal issues

The Black Lives Matter protests swept the world in 2020, and the increasing number of
both regional and global-oriented protests aimed to raise awareness of the imminent
climate crisis. These are just some of the many examples of how people around the globe
have become more vocal about the societal issues that they deem important.

And beyond the ethical and moral importance of championing the right causes, they’re
proving to be just as essential from an economic perspective. Across all industries, people
are using their purchasing decisions to reward or punish the companies and
organizations that are, on what they consider to be, the right side.

This is especially true for people between the ages of 16 and 26 – 95% of them want
companies to be vocal and public about where they stand on important social issues. And
companies are definitely listening – in 2021, 50% of CEOs have made a conscious effort
towards championing diversity, as well as social, environmental, and governance issues.

Of course, this is no accident – 67% of consumers are more
loyal to brands that are vocal about social issues. And this is
just as true in the conference world as well. The biggest
expos out there include features such as Equality Lounges,
dedicated to presentations on issues like diversity, equity,
and inclusion.

Also, plenty of event websites include detailed steps the
event organizer is taking towards bigger sustainability. This
trend will likely develop even further in the event industry
over time, as DEI issues and sustainability become bigger
focal points for event organizers.
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Streamlined health and safety measures

Unfortunately, even as 2022 approaches, COVID�19 is far from gone. The recent delta and
omicron strains of the disease are enough evidence of that. That’s why sanitary measures
are still important for the general public and event attendees and organizers alike.

Most event planners have reported attendee safety as the largest obstacle to overcome
in the process of organizing an event, and the degree of compliance with local health
guidelines has become the biggest deciding factor in the process of venue selection.

Still, the switch to virtual events during the height of the pandemic has put live events on
the back burner; but as live events slowly return, organizers will have to perform a careful
balancing act.

In the short term, they’ll have to maintain compliance with necessary health and safety
guidelines while also not making the event cumbersome for attendees and exhibitors.

The creative streamlining of health and safety
measures over the course of 2022 will be an important
challenge for event organizers. For instance, checking
the attendees’ vaccination status or performing COVID

tests without creating annoying chokepoints.

Creative solutions

Luckily, many auxiliary organizations have sprung up to deal with these challenges – some
of them offer PCR and rapid tests at kiosks situated near the venues. Other companies have
come up with thermal scanning stations that speed up the process of temperature taking.

For the first time in the industry’s history, many event teams started working with another
kind of vendor – an epidemiologist. These experts were consulted to ensure that all health
and safety protocols are appropriate for the number of attendees coming to individual
events. In addition, they were responsible for information on the local COVID rates around
the venue and the places most attendees would be coming from.
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Once these new protocols were established, event planners made a point to effectively and
transparently communicate the requirements expected of every attendee and vendor
before they committed to the event or bought a ticket. Luckily, the rise of hybrid events has
allowed any attendees who were unable to meet the new health requirements to attend
virtually.

Of course, not every event has the budget to hire outside help for public health challenges.
In that case, training in-house teams for these purposes is also possible with courses that
have been specifically designed for such purposes.

While this is a relatively short-term trend compared to most of the others we’ve covered
here – it’s still an important one, at least for 2022.
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The rising popularity of outdoor events

Throughout the pandemic, one type of in-person event has eclipsed all others in popularity
– outdoor events in spacious venues. Outdoor concerts with name talent, outdoor dining,
you name it. People have gotten more used to attending all kinds of events outdoors, even
in weather that would otherwise deter them in the pre-COVID era.

At least in the short run, the popularity of these outdoor events will continue unabated.
Even some professional associations are moving their events to outdoor venues or open-air
structures. Attendees feel safer outdoors, and event designers and planners are adjusting
to this. Many of them are also excited about the prospect of creating fully customized
temporary venues with the blank canvas provided by an outdoor location.

2022 event pile-up

Understandably, many events and meetings in 2020 have been pushed from the dates they
were initially scheduled for to Q3 and Q4 of 2021. And a huge number of events have been
pushed all the way to 2022.

Now that the situation with COVID�19 has shown visible signs of improvement, the event
industry is having major issues with venue availability. Meeting spaces are all pretty much
booked, as are guest rooms. When we combine this with business travel slowly creeping
back to pre-pandemic levels and the additional increases in the rates of booked guest
rooms, the effect is even more compounded.

Plus, hotel buildings (like most other commercial constructions) came to a screeching halt in
2020 and haven’t picked up much steam in 2021 – so a new space has not yet become
available.
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Why is the future of the event industry
hybrid?

With all of the short-term and long-term trends that we’ve dissected above in mind, we can
take a more informed look at the hybrid future of the event industry and all of the benefits
hybrid events provide, especially from the perspective of future trends.

Increased reach and attendance

We’ve noted that professional audiences have a higher standard for flexibility than they
had two years ago – and that’s something the hybrid concept handles beautifully, giving
attendees a choice between joining events through online channels or attending in-person.

Many people will continue to be less comfortable visiting large physical venues and
participating in person, while many others won’t want to travel large distances and take
time away from their work and family only for some networking opportunities.

Budget restrictions, scheduling conflicts, venue capacity – all of these make a good case for
going forward with hybrid events. Someone will want to be there in person, and someone
will want to join online – but most importantly, they’ll all be there.

More engagement opportunities

At the beginning of the pandemic, the biggest point of criticism when it came to virtual
events was the lack of networking opportunities. However, the strides made in A/V live
stream technology have made that argument obsolete. And when online communication
capabilities are coupled with in-person experts and hosts, all the benefits are there.

Online attendees can participate in live polls, live Q&A sessions, and join ongoing breakout
sessions while on-ground moderators and experts can answer any questions in real-time.
The creation of hybrid areas designed for cross networking between online and live
audiences also provides more engagement opportunities for everyone.
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More sponsors

The wider reach enabled by the concept of hybrid events
also means more value for sponsors who are always
looking for more cost-effective ROIs. That’s why 80% of
corporate sponsors have shown interest in participating in
hybrid events that provide the engagement of live venues
and the reach of an online platform.

Event organizers can create tiered flexible sponsorship
packages that provide visibility both in-person and
virtually. All sponsors will appreciate the added value of
cross-media brand awareness.

For example, sponsors can have the option of an exhibit at your online or in-person trade
show, coupled with digital and (more expensive) in-person signage placement. The
potential for online promotion increases through hybrid webinars, panels, and even
workshops and breakout sessions.

Environmental friendliness

Hybrid events also allow event organizers and sponsors to showcase their support for a
more environmentally-friendly event industry. Providing the event content to both an
in-person and a live audience means there will be fewer people physically present at the
location. And a scaled-down live event means a lower carbon footprint and less wasted
resources.

Also, fewer out-of-town attendees allow for fewer transportation requirements, less printing
for signage, swag, and other items for physical attendees; additionally, less food goes to
waste. Overall, there’s no denying that hybrid is the most eco-friendly form of an event.
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ROI and Data

The easier scalability and increased reach of hybrid events also mean an easier ROI for
sponsors and better lead generation from the perspective of exhibitors. Plus, the virtual
part of a hybrid event provides access to valuable business data that simply can’t be
collected during in-person events.

Physical venues give you access to limited data – such
as the attendance rates, the number of attendees, and

the numbers of people who have gone to particular
sessions.

On the other hand, hybrid events provide much more detailed insights into the interests
and behavior patterns of the target audience. Since many of the attendees join virtually,
event organizers can use cookies to access their digital footprints and gain a better
understanding of who their target audience is.

The outlook

As we get into the event industry’s outlook for 2022 and beyond, one thing should be clear
– 2021 was the second year of extreme issues for the meetings and events industry. The
business travel and face-to-face meetings, which were the lynchpin of the industry, were
still in a haze of uncertainty. Plenty of organizations were forced to restructure quickly and
adapt to changing demand.

However, it hasn’t all been that bleak. In 2021, event organizers became better accustomed
to the realities of the pandemic, and the trusted business partnerships that survived this
tumultuous period have come out of the other side stronger than ever. As we move into
2022, the health and well-being of all stakeholders still remain priority number one, with
sustainability, diversity, and inclusion becoming equally vital long-term goals.
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