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Executive Summary 
 
Conferencing is an integral part of academia. This report aimed to distill the information from large-scale 
virtual conferences that have occurred prior to now to generate knowledge on what can be considered 
‘best practice’ in a relatively new format of conferencing. In light of the ongoing 2020 COVID pandemic, 
online conferences have now become the norm rather than a niche activity. While the online format 
removed potential barriers and increased participation, it also led to a new crop of issues and barriers 
(Meyer et al., 2021).  
 
There are ten conferences analyzed within this report, five pre-pandemic and five that took place in 2020 
during the COVID19 pandemix: EBRS 2019 Carbon Reduced Meeting, The First Virtual Island Summit 2019, 
Tax Justice Network Virtual Conference 2019, Copernicus Alliance Virtual Conference 2019, Learning 
While Working Virtual Conference 2018, IST2020 Conference, GlobalGoals 2020 Symposium, apsafe2020 
online conference, Degrowth Vienna Conference 2020, and ADAPTES 2020. Although the main aim of this 
report is to draw lessons and useful pointers for the organisation of digital events, insights on the 
differences between pre- and post-pandemic digital conferences are also offered as a useful by-
observation. The conferences were chosen based on their size and subject matter, alongside if they 
showed a novel mode of delivery. Based on the initial data search which was conducted via Google 
searches and searches within academic networks, the key characteristics were identified which could be 
comparatively analysed: the duration, mode of delivery, software used, whether or not the sessions were 
recorded, Q&A sessions and networking spaces, price, time zone accommodation and languages used. 
 
Some of the key findings are summarised here:  

• Most digital conferences seem to be hosting a combination of live presentations, panel sessions 
and pre-recorded sessions. Interaction among the participants is encouraged either through 
tailored platforms specifically for networking, the chat function embedded in the core platform 
that hosts the conference or by bespoke organized ‘social activities’ (which have been rated less 
favourably in evaluation surveys) 

• In considering different time zones European and North American audiences seemed to be more 
frequently or better accommodated than the Asian audiences in terms of the specific conferences 
studied. Ideas to accommodate global time zones included repeating the conference schedule 
and hosting pre-recorded content 

• In reaching out to global audiences, some conferences hosted bilingual and sometimes trilingual 
sessions. The effort to be inclusive extended beyond time zones and language; it included diverse 
outputs such as audiobooks or sessions that were made available in formats (e.g. podcasts) that 
accommodated specific segments of the audience, for example, visually impaired participants 

• There are conferences that have been organized online for a number of years; some of these have 
created and published own models and guides for organising events at almost zero carbon 
emissions.  
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With regard to events organised pre- and post-pandemic, the findings are as follows. Firstly, the duration 
of the conferences in 2020 is significantly longer, with all running at least three days. Conferences utilized 
a hybrid of pre-recorded sessions and live streamed sessions, alongside chatroom functions for further 
discussions. Secondly, the existence of a ‘networking space’, was not always present during conferences 
held in 2020. Instead, online socialisation was preferred to substitute for in-person socialisation. Attempts 
to create networking opportunities included virtual drinks, speed dating activities, random chatrooms, 
and other chatroom environments. Conferences have noted that although socialisation is lacking, 
engagement with technical aspects of the conference was actually made easier – people were less afraid 
to ask questions, presenters had more time to gather their thoughts to answer questions, and overall 
conversations were more generative than in-person conferences (Misa et al., 2020; Hiltner, 2020). Thirdly, 
time zone accommodation was a larger issue for online conferences pre-pandemic, and the issue of time 
zone accommodation was replaced with the issue of virtual social spaces in 2020. Finally, two conferences 
(Degrowth and ADAPTES) during 2020 took advantage of the online setting by running multi-lingual 
conferences, with live translation done through running parallel sessions on video conferencing tools. 
  
Recommendations were then outlined based on these findings. Firstly, to tackle the issue of networking. 
Organic interaction tends to occur in less curated spaces, so text-based socialisation alongside video-
based socialisation rather than set activities could create generative spaces. Online spaces such as Slack 
and Discord can create spaces to showcase the work of Early Career Researchers. In terms of accessibility, 
new modes of delivery such as live translation and subtitling on recorded videos can allow for 
presentations to be presented in multiple languages. Pre-recording videos as opposed to live streaming 
shows three clear benefits: they can also be subtitled for different languages, they reduce the risk of issue 
of poor network connection speed for attendees and speakers and accommodate others from different 
time zones.  
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1. Introduction 
1.1 Background  
Conferencing is an integral part of academia. Academic conferencing serves many purposes, providing a 
platform for communicating state-of-the-art knowledge, opportunities for collaboration and idea 
exchange, network building with researchers and future employers. Conferencing has additional benefits, 
providing avenues for socialisation and reconnection via informal gatherings alongside formal 
presentations. However, regular conferencing has a large environmental impact. For instance, the 
University of California Santa Barbara (UCSB) found that roughly one third of UCSB’s carbon footprint 
comes from flights to conferences, talks, and meetings for their staff, releasing over 55,000,000 pounds 
of greenhouse gasses annually (Hiltner, 2020). It is estimated that attending a conference generates 
approximately 800 kilograms of CO2 emissions per participant (Hamant et al., 2019). Furthermore, access 
to in-person conferences is not guaranteed for all academics. There are issues with inclusion for those 
with disabilities (De Picker, 2020), time constraints, and issues surrounding the costs of participation (such 
as flights and accommodation) and visas for participants, which disproportionately affects those from the 
Global South. 
 
Online conferencing was pushed as a more environmentally friendly and accessible method of 
conferencing – but it remained niche in comparison to traditional conferencing, until 2020. In light of the 
ongoing 2020 COVID pandemic, online conferences have now become the norm. While many conferences 
were postponed, many more switched to an online format so as to continue to provide opportunities to 
gain state-of-the-art knowledge, and particularly for Early Career Researchers to present their work. 
Conferences play a particularly important role for Early Career Researchers, in the fact that it provides 
opportunities to gain future employment, build research networks and in essence to provide ‘career-
making’ opportunities. Thus, a core challenge in virtual conferencing is to enable the same ‘career-making’ 
opportunities for Early Career Researchers.  
 
The necessity of implementing online conferencing, combined with relatively few guidelines on how to 
conduct full-blown virtual conferences (as opposed to hybrid-style events where in-person presentations 
were streamed simultaneously) meant that there was much experimentation. While guidelines for 
creating environmentally friendly and accessible conferences did exist, empirical evidence of actually 
existing practices in virtual conferencing was sparse. Little was known about designing and organising 
virtual academic conferences, particularly in relation to the networking aspect and to participants’ 
experiences. While the online format removed potential barriers and increased participation, it also led 
to a new crop of issues and barriers (Meyer et al., 2021). These include unreliable access to internet and 
computers, time zone management, issues surrounding online attentiveness – or “Zoom fatigue”, how to 
maintain equally valuable informal interactions and issues surrounding the pandemic itself. 
 

1.2 Report Objective  
A year has passed since the initial urgent necessity to switch to online conferencing. Nevertheless, virtual 
interactions are still required and will likely remain a popular option into the future, given the growing 
necessity for climate action and increased understanding and accessibility to online communication tools.  
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The aim of this report is to distill the information from large-scale virtual conferences that have occurred 
prior to now. Pre-COVID and current sustainability conferences will be examined based on their method 
of delivery – aspects such as duration, formats, and session types. In examining these conferences, the 
challenges and opportunities created by completely virtual conferencing will lead to the creation of 
guidelines which leverage the opportunities and minimize the drawbacks for future large-scale online 
conferences.  
 
The report is presented in 6 sections. Section 2 will outline the methodology and data collection process. 
Section 3 will present the details of the conferences selected. Section 4 will elaborate on the format and 
various organizational aspects of the selected conferences on a case-by-case basis. Following this, Section 
5 will outline the main trends emerging from the data. The report will conclude with recommendations 
and points to consider in Section 6.  

2. Methodology 
Ten conferences were chosen to be analyzed for this report (details shown in Section 3). A distinction was 
made between conferences that occurred before the COVID-19 pandemic – from June 2019 up until 
February 2020 – and conferences organised from March 2020 onwards (during the outbreak of COVID-19 
in the analysis). This section will firstly outline the data collection process, followed by the method of 
analysis.  
 
2.1 Data Collection 
Firstly, a web search was conducted across different channels – a Google search, a search within academic 
organisations which advertise conferences and a search within our own networks. Based on this, the ten 
conferences selected were chosen according to a set of criteria which were set up to match the 
characteristics of the proposed TIP conference. The criteria are as follows: conference size, ideally larger 
conferences of up to 1,000 participants; conference subject, conferences that discussed similar themes, 
such as sustainability, public policy, climate change and societal transitions. Furthermore, conferences 
which deviated from these criteria but presented valuable insights – such as a novel mode of delivery or 
a wealth of evaluative information – were also included in the analysis.  
 
This search initially followed the set criteria, but this eventually became a challenge. Virtual conferences 
have been held occasionally, but the evaluation of these trials was often not shared or published. The 
conferences that did share more specific information, did not often discuss similar themes as the TIPC 
conference or were hosted outside the stated time period. Moreover, these conferences were either 
larger in scale, meaning up to 10,000 participants, or more intimate with only 50 participants. Therefore, 
the search was expanded to conferences that also discussed other themes than the one mentioned before 
and conferences that were hosted earlier than June 2019. While not all virtual conferences meet the 
selected criteria, literature available on the evaluation of the conferencing method itself are also used in 
Sections 5 and 6. 
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2.2 Analysis 
The conferences will be outlined based on their format and accessibility. A brief case description of the 
event is presented. Through the process of data collection and analysis, key characteristics relating to 
format and accessibility in which the conferences could be compared were identified. The key 
characteristics are as follows: the duration, mode of delivery, software used, whether or not the sessions 
were recorded, Q&A sessions and networking spaces, which relate primarily to the format of the 
conferences; the duration, price, time zone accommodation and languages used relate to the accessibility 
of the conferences. The difference between the conferences’ formats will be addressed by the use of a 
comparative analysis to understand whether certain practices from earlier conferences were copied, 
improved, or changed during the rise of virtual conferences during the global pandemic. A comparative 
analysis will also be used among the conferences, to identify the best practices and lessons learned which 
can be helpful for the organisation of the Transformative Innovation Policy Consortium (TIPC) conference 
in autumn 2021. 
 
Table 1. Details of the pre-pandemic conferences 

 EBRS 2019 
Carbon Reduced 

Meeting 

The First Virtual 
Island Summit 

2019 

Tax Justice 
Network Virtual 
Conference 2019 

Copernicus 
Alliance Virtual 

Conference 2019 

Learning While 
Working Virtual 
Conference 2018 

Date Held 18 November 6-11 October 12 December 9 – 11 September 18 July 

Duration 5 hours/10 hours 6 days 4.5 hours 3 days 14 hours 

Attendees 450 4000 150 80 Unknown 

Price Free $6 Free Free Free 

Mode of 
Delivery 

Hybrid Mainly virtual, 
some hybrid 
sessions 

Virtual Virtual Virtual 

Software Used 
YouTube Zoom and 

Facebook Live 
Crowdcast, Zoom, 
Open Broadcast 
Software 

Adobe Connect Zoom 

Pre-recorded? 
No No No Partly No 

Recordings of 
live sessions 

No Yes No Yes Yes 

Q&A? 
Yes, during 
presentations 

Yes, through 
panels 

Yes, during 
presentations 

Yes, through a 
forum and 
discussions 

Not mentioned 

Networking 
Space? 

Twitter and Hubs Facebook and 
LinkedIn 

Slack Adobe Connect Not mentioned 

Time Zone 
Accommodation 

Yes No Yes Not mentioned Yes 

Multiple 
Languages? 

No No No No No 
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Table 2. Details of the 2020 conferences 

 
IST2020 

Conference 
GlobalGoals 2020 

Symposium 

apsafe2020 
online 

conference 

Degrowth Vienna 
Conference 2020 ADAPTES 2020 

Date Held 18-21 August 9-11 June 3-16 December 20-25 November 18-20 November 

Duration 3.5 days 3 days 13 days 5 days 3 days 

Attendees 
670 / ~200 per 
day 

850 Unknown 4000+ ~200 

Price 
€240 full price / 
€80 student  

Free Free Free Free 

Mode of 
Delivery 

Virtual Virtual Virtual Virtual Virtual 

Software Used 
Hopin Zoom Google Meet, 

Slack 
BigBlueButton, 
Discord, 
webinarjam 

Zoom, 
spatial.chat, sli.do 
for polling 

Pre-recorded? 
Mixed No Yes, except 

keynote 
No No 

Recordings of 
live sessions 

Yes, password 
protected 

No Pre-recorded Yes, publicly 
available  

Yes, publicly 
available 

Q&A? 
Not mentioned  Yes, during 

presentation 
Yes, through 
messaging on 
Slack 

Yes Yes, during 
presentation 

Networking 
Space? 

No, but speed 
dating sessions 
were held 

No, but Zooms for 
socializing were 
organised 

Slack Discord No 

Time Zone 
Accommodation 

No No Yes No No 

Multiple 
Languages? 

No No Text-based 
discussions, 
unknown 

Yes (German and 
English) 

Yes (Portuguese, 
Spanish, English) 

3. Results – Summary of Conference Details 
Section 3 presents a summary of the details of the selected conferences. Table 1 shows the conferences 
hosted pre-pandemic, and Table 2 shows the conferences hosted in 2020. There are three distinct 
differences which can be observed from the data presented below. Firstly, the duration of the conferences 
in 2020 are significantly longer, with all running at least three days. Secondly, the existence of a 
‘networking space’ (also referred to as a ‘virtual lobby’ by some), a dedicated space for informal 
connection, was not always present during conferences held in 2020. Some conferences opted instead for 
real-time activities for the socialisation aspect. Finally, some conferences held online in 2020 ran sessions 
in multiple languages. Translation was not always present, however. 
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4. Results – Conference Descriptions  
This section will elaborate on the ten selected conferences. Every conference will be discussed individually 
explaining the used format of the conference, the accessibility of the conference, evaluation methods and 
other insights that are worth mentioning for evaluation purposes. A clear distinction has been made 
between the pre-pandemic conferences and the more recent conference, to clearly display the 
differences and developments of virtual conferences. This section is written for informative purposes and 
will be used in the comparative analysis that is presented in section 5.  
 

4.1 Pre-pandemic conferences 
4.1.1. Carbon Reducing Conferencing (CARE) 
https://www.careconferences.org/  
The Carbon Reducing Conferencing (CARE) was hosted by the European Biological Rhythms Society (EBRS) 
on 18 November 2019 and lasted for a total of 10 hours.  The conference was hosted in Munich, Germany, 
thus people who lived nearby were able to attend the conference in person. People who were not able to 
attend the in-person meeting, could participate in one of the created hubs. The virtual interactive hubs 
were organised in 5 places: Zürich, Tel Aviv, Porto Alegre, Boston, and Tokyo. These cities received a ‘Two 
Way Video Broadcast’, meaning that they could host an in-person event where they could stream the 
conference but also interact live with the speakers in Munich. People who were still unable to gain access 
to the conference were encouraged to join a Twitter virtual interactive hub. People from one city would 
gather in-person and have access to a live stream via the YouTube Channel of the event. These hubs were 
not able to interact live with the speakers and therefore asked questions and provided feedback through 
Twitter (European Biological Rhythms Society, 2019). This format was eventually presented as the format 
of the CARE conference, a hybrid virtual conferencing model.  
 

 
Figure 1: Hybrid Virtual Conference Model for CARE conference (European Biological Rhythms 

Society 2019) 
 
Another important insight that was provided by this format reflects on the issue of time zone differences. 
While the CARE conference lasted for 10 hours, participants only had to attend 5 hours of the 
programme, as the hosts decided to repeat the same schedule. They organised one plenary meeting at 
the middle of the day and repeated the same six presentations before and after this plenary. This created 
a morning programme and an afternoon programme. For people living in Asia, the morning programme 
was more accessible, while the afternoon programme mostly attracted people living in the Americas 
(Palmer, 2020). This resulted in a total amount of 450 participants who lived in 18 different time zones. 

https://www.careconferences.org/
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Other insights of the CARE conference are still pending, as the evaluation, that is carried out by an 
independent academic specialized in psychology in learning sciences, has not been finished yet. 
 
4.1.2. First Virtual Island Summit 2019 
https://virtualislandsummit.com/about/  
The First Virtual Island Summit 2019 was hosted by the enterprise Island Innovation and was held from 6 
until 11 October 2019. The conference connected over 250 island communities in the world and aimed to 
cover the Sustainable Development Goals and gain expertise from different academic fields to address 
these goals in different cases. Therefore, island populations made up the majority of the audience, 
resulting in over 4000 participants. All sessions were hosted via Facebook Live and were later uploaded 
to the YouTube Channel of Island Innovation, where they are still accessible (Island Innovation, 2019a). 
As some sessions discussed local contexts or case studies, some islands chose to host live screenings. This 
created more interaction among the participants and local communities, which was encouraged by the 
hosts of the conference (Island Innovation, 2019b).  
 
As the sessions were streamed on common platforms and made available afterwards, the conference was 
technically accessible, as the platforms were often already known and used by participants which 
increases the usability. The statistics of the conference also displayed that there was not a dominating 
region among its participants, rather, participants lived in all different areas of the world, making it a 
global event (Cornish, 2019).  While the conference did not face technical issues or problems with the 
software, the accessibility was not optimized as the conference did not consider the different time zones. 
The hosts made the deliberate choice to schedule meetings according to Greenwich Mean Time (GMT) as 
the main hosts lived in the United Kingdom and this time was more suited for the Americas and Europe. 
Therefore, the founder of the conference acknowledged that people living in Asia and Australia were less 
likely to attend, which could be improved in future events (Cornish, 2019). This issue was however hardly 
mentioned in the evaluation surveys that participants filled in afterwards. The provision of recorded 
sessions might have contributed to this as well.  
 
4.1.3. Tax Justice Network Virtual Conference 2019 
https://www.taxjustice.net/2019/12/01/virtual-conference-where-next-for-global-taxing-
rights-2/  
The third conference was hosted by the Tax Justice Network and went by the name Virtual Conference 
2019. For more clarity, this report will refer to the Tax Justice Network Virtual Conference 2019. The 
conference ran for only one day, which was the 12th of December, and welcomed approximately 150 
participants. While the conference discussed reforming the international tax system, thus a different topic 
compared to the other conferences, one of the main objectives for organising a virtual conference was to 
reduce the carbon footprint (Rose, 2020). Moreover, the conference only lasted for approximately five 
hours, but the company has been very open in discussing the set up and evaluation of organising a virtual 
conference.   
  
The conference was divided in three small sessions. The first session was designed to welcome the 
participants to the conference, the second session consisted out of multiple presentations and panel 
sessions while the last session was devoted to formulating policies and Q&As. The entire conference 
was hosted online, by the use of live presentations. The organisers used two platforms for the event, 

https://virtualislandsummit.com/about/
https://www.taxjustice.net/2019/12/01/virtual-conference-where-next-for-global-taxing-rights-2/
https://www.taxjustice.net/2019/12/01/virtual-conference-where-next-for-global-taxing-rights-2/
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which were Crowdcast and Zoom. Crowdcast was the preferred platform, due to its built-in tools and its 
usability, however, after running some tests, the speakers experienced some difficulties. Therefore, Zoom 
was used for the panel discussions while Crowdcast was used during plenary presentations (Tax Justice 
Network, 2020).  
  
The Tax Justice Network Virtual Conference tried to attract as many people as possible by choosing to 
host the conference in the afternoon, according to GMT. This made the conference accessible for people 
living in Europe and resulted in a morning programme for people living in the Americas. This choice helps 
to attract more participants from different time zones, but people living in Asia were still unable to join 
as the sessions were planned during the night at their location. As the conference did not record its 
sessions, people from these areas were unable to access the event. This was also noticeable in their 
evaluation report, based on own experiences and surveys, that displayed that most participants lived in 
West European countries.   
  

4.1.4. Copernicus Alliance Conference 2019  
https://www.copernicus-alliance-conference-2019.com/  
The fourth conference worth discussing is one of the smaller conferences in this evaluation, as it only had 
around 80 participants. However, the Copernicus Alliance Conference 2019 (CA Conference) does provide 
some informative insights in a small guideline that was published after the execution of the conference 
(Diethart, M. et al; 2020). The conference was hosted from the 9th until the 11th of September and was 
completely virtual. Keynote speakers already pre-recorded some videos before the start of the event. 
These videos were identified as thought provokers and were accompanied by a forum which could be 
used for raising questions or providing feedback. During the conference itself, discussions with the 
keynote speakers were arranged where these questions were addressed. The event also included a few 
live presentations including moderated discussions and interactive workshops. Therefore, the CA 
Conference is one of the few conferences that used multiple formats for the execution of the sessions.   
  
The guidelines that the organisers formulated after the conference state that there are multiple platforms 
available for hosting a conference and most of them are equally suited. The CA conference eventually 
used Adobe connect, as this provided one space for the different sessions, sharing materials and chat 
boxes. The recorded sessions were also shared on Adobe Connect afterwards. The participants were 
generally satisfied with this format, as was formulated as feedback deriving from the conducted surveys 
after the event (Diethard, M. et al; 2020). The accessibility of the conference is less clear, as they do not 
mention any specific adjustment to the event that would make it more accessible for its participants. The 
use of one platform for all the sessions, interactions and materials might help to increase accessibility for 
people who are unable to fully participate, but it was not selected for this purpose.   
  

4.1.5. Learning While Working Conference 2018 
http://www.sproutlabs.com.au/elearning/18-the-learning-while-working-virtual-conference/  
The last pre-pandemic conference that will be discussed was already hosted in 2018, which is the Learning 
while Working Virtual Conference 2018. The format of the conference is easier compared to the other 
conferences. The hosts chose to only include live presentations and spread these over two online rooms, 
which led to more than 30 sessions. This format led to less interactive meetings, something that the 

https://www.copernicus-alliance-conference-2019.com/
http://www.sproutlabs.com.au/elearning/18-the-learning-while-working-virtual-conference/


 
 

 

 

Page 12 of 27 
 

organisers want to bear in mind when organising another virtual conference in the future. The organisers 
used Zoom as their main platform, mainly because it is less expensive, and it is an easy software for 
presenters. The sessions were recorded and shared among the participants after the conference on a 
different platform called Glasshouse.  Overall, the format of the conference was kept rather simple as it 
was their first run of hosting a virtual conference.   
  
The main important insight that this conference brings to the table is the way in which they tried to handle 
the time zone differences despite it being a smaller event. All the other conferences that were organised 
pre-pandemic were often adjusted to GMT. The Learning while Working Virtual Conference was hosted in 
Australia, therefore, it was even harder for them to host a conference that was accessible for participants 
living in different areas around the world. The organisers made the decision to run the conference for 14 
hours, starting at 7 A.M. local time and continuing until 9 P.M. A longer schedule made it possible for 
people living in Europa or the Americas to at least attend some of the scheduled sessions. Therefore, 
their schedule was also designed to present the starting times for different time zones, which is essential 
as people might get confused with the different dates (Sprout Labs, 2018). Moreover, sessions were still 
recorded and accessible through Glasshouse, in case anyone was unable to attend a certain meeting.  
 
4.2 Conferences during the pandemic 
4.2.1. IST Conference 2020 
http://ist2020.at/  
The 11th International Sustainability Transition conference was held between 18th to the 21st of August 
2020, organised in Austria in association with the Sustainable Transition Research Network (STRN). The 
conference aimed to bring the scientific community, policymakers, and practitioners together to enable 
knowledge exchange and interactive discussions. As the event was held in Austria, the event ran over 
three days in Central European Time, with notifications of the time zone difference. Events were 
scheduled around European time.  
 
The conference acknowledged the challenges of the new technical setting and time zone differences 
between the attendees during the pandemic, and utilised different formats for the event. The event had 
an attendance fee to cover the costs of the software used, alongside the cost of recording the sessions in 
high-definition video. The content is then available after the event, however only to attendees as the 
content is password protected. The sessions consisted of a mix of live keynotes, alongside podium 
discussions as well as pre-recorded contributions on demand in the form of an online ‘gallery’ – similar to 
that of a hall of poster presentations. Relating to the networking aspect, social activities were organised 
for the attendees. These included a virtual city tour of Vienna, yoga breaks, art performances, live music 
during dinner and a ‘speed dating’ networking format to allow for random online interactions. 
 
4.2.2. GlobalGoals Conference 2020 
https://globalgoalsproject.eu/globalgoals2020/  
The Utrecht GlobalGoals symposium ran over the course of 3 days from 9th to 11th of June. Initially planned 
for two days, the event was then spread over the course of three days. The event was held primarily over 
password protected Zoom sessions and included 125 papers. Some of these papers were available online 
to download before and after the presentations. The event was held in Central European Time, although 

http://ist2020.at/
https://globalgoalsproject.eu/globalgoals2020/
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attendees spanned across the world. The papers were presented in parallel sessions, with questions and 
answer sessions conducted after the presentations. The event also included a world café-type lunch 
session especially dedicated to junior researchers. The event was created to engage with peers and discuss 
questions relating to the issues faced by junior researchers. A quiz evening was also held for socialisation 
purposes outside of the paper sessions. 
 
4.2.3. Degrowth Vienna Conference 2020 
https://www.degrowthvienna2020.org/en/documentation/  
“Degrowth Vienna 2020 – Strategies for social-ecological transformation” was an online event that took 
place in spring 2020. The conference was attended by more than 4,000 attendees over the course of five 
days, creating a room for exchanging, reflecting, and developing strategies with academics, practitioners, 
artists, and activists. The event was held in Central European Time, with no adjustments for other time 
zones. The conference utilised the software BigBlueButton for video conferencing as well as interactive 
participatory webinars via webinarjam. Alongside this, a ‘virtual hallway’ created on Discord acted as a 
conference forum or ‘homebase’. Here, attendees could chat, hang around and meet with other people 
via a chat and voice calling function. Multiple ‘rooms’ existed on Discord, including a helpdesk, topic-
related rooms, socialising rooms and rooms for translation into multiple languages. Links into the 
webinars or video conferences were shared on this Discord channel. Figure X shows a map of this system. 
 
The format of the event included multiple forms of sessions: standard sessions, which are limited to 20 
minute time slots for presentation and discussions with 3-4 contributors; special sessions, 90 minute 
sessions that are either group discussions or book presentations which formed a focused debate; 
workshops, which had a participatory design and lasted 90 minutes; podium/panels, 90 minute sessions 
which framed the content of the conference and were held in rooms with unlimited participants; 
consecutive sessions, which are two 90 minute sessions with a specific theme; and arts and culture 
evenings, which included music, discussion and film presentations. 

 

https://www.degrowthvienna2020.org/en/documentation/


 
 

 

 

Page 14 of 27 
 

Figure 2. The system map of the Degrowth 2020 conference. 
 
Socialisation events were not formally scheduled but were encouraged via the Discord channel. Alongside 
this, to encourage active participation, co-creation and collaboration among attendees, the event pushed 
for what is termed as Knowledge Harvesting. This harvesting is ‘a conscious act of crystallising relevant 
information, ideas, topics and processes of the workshops, panels and sessions at the degrowth 
conference. It is done in a way that stimulates cognitive and emotional reflection as well as individual and 
collective learning. Furthermore, the harvesting process aims to elicit key insights and results thus 
making them visible’. PDF worksheets were available online alongside question prompts to help 
attendees in this process. The results of the knowledge harvesting are then used to generate final outputs 
from the event. 
 
4.2.4. Apsafe 2020 Conference  
https://www.apsafe2020.online/  
The Asia Pacific Society for Agricultural and Food Ethics Conference 2020 titled ‘Supporting Sustainable 
Food Systems: Quality Food and Ethical Consumption’ ran over the course of two weeks between 3rd of 
December until the 16th of December. The conference was undertaken on Google meet alongside Slack. 
Overall, there were 21 short proceeding papers presented. The admission was free, and registration led 
to access to the conference Slack workspace. Unlike other conferences, this was not conducted in real 
time. Instead, presentations were hosted over Slack, alongside discussions. The event was free and open 
to the public. The event ran over two weeks online, to allow for online networking opportunities via the 
Slack environment.   
 
Only the Plenary session alongside the keynote speeches were conducted in real time, in Japanese 
Standard Time. This was to allow for time zone considerations, alongside allowing for people to attend 
and respond in their own time. The proceedings of the presenters were posted in mid-November, and 
during the conference, the Slack was available for discussions.  
 
4.2.5. Adaptes Conference 2020  
https://conferencia.lifeshara.com/en/  
ADAPTES 2020 was the first Iberian conference on climate change adaptation, which ran for three days 
from the 18th of November to the 20th of November. This conference showcased the work undertaken 
between 2016 -2020 as part of the project on sharing awareness and governance of climate change 
adaptation on the Iberian peninsula. The conference primarily aimed to contribute to and establish 
communication and work networks.  
  
The conference was free and targeted a variety of audiences: public administration technicians, 
researchers, academics and teachers, representatives of the private sector and NGOs, as well as the 
media, students, and the general public. Uniquely, the conference was bilingual and at times trilingual. 
Both the opening and closing sessions were simultaneously broadcast in 3 languages: Spanish, 
Portuguese, and English. The option to follow the thematic sessions through simultaneous interpretation 

https://www.apsafe2020.online/
https://conferencia.lifeshara.com/en/


 
 

 

 

Page 15 of 27 
 

in Spanish and Portuguese was provided. Two opening and closing sessions were designed in open online 
streaming, which have been broadcast on the conference website, together with 10 thematic sessions in 
zoom webinar format only for people registered on the website. The thematic sessions are available on 
YouTube after the conference itself. 
  
Speakers came from a wide range of backgrounds, including scientists, professionals from vulnerable 
sectors, administration representatives, educators, and the media. The conference included one 
facilitator for each session who was also responsible for audience participation through online tools such 
as sli.do to conduct real-time polls, alongside a rapporteur who took note of the main ideas. The tool has 
also made it possible to collect and classify the questions asked by the public —according to the interest 
they aroused in attendees— and to direct the final dialogue towards the most popular topics. A virtual 
networking and connection space was also provided in the form of an online café, which held online 
‘coffee breaks’ in between sessions. This was achieved using Spatial.chat, an online tool that enables the 
instant creation of video chat rooms without the need for user registration. 

5. Analysis  
This section will focus on comparing the different conferences that were evaluated in section 4. 
Understanding the different choices that were made by various hosts can deliver valuable information 
about decisions a host can consider while organising a virtual conference. This section will start of by 
discussing the differences between the various formats that were used, after which time zone 
accommodation will be analysed. After discussing the organisational decisions, this section will examine 
network opportunities and the accessibility of these various conferences. The final part of this section will 
be devoted to discussing the evaluation methods that were used.  
 
5.1 Formats 
The conferences that were hosted before the pandemic all display different sorts of formats. Surprisingly, 
the CARE conference is the only virtual conference that encouraged and created a hybrid format of its 
event. The other conferences often chose more simpler versions, by only offering online presentations. 
This insight is quite surprising, as people were still able to attend in-person sessions, where this was harder 
to accomplish during the pandemic. The Copernicus Alliance Virtual Conference was also the only event 
that experimented with different sorts of virtual sessions, including pre-recorded, interactive, and live 
presentations. In general, pre-pandemic virtual conferences were rather kept simple, with less interaction 
or networking opportunities, while various formats and networking spaces were still possible in a virtual 
format. Thus, not all opportunities were optimized before the pandemic.  
 
Contrastingly, during the Covid pandemic, there was a multitude of formats. These conferences lasted 
longer but included a stronger aspect of ‘virtual’ interaction. Some emulated a more traditional 
conferencing format, following many presentations and sessions, whilst some ran totally online and not 
relying on real-time interactions. Others included a hybrid of this, creating online ‘rooms’ to interact while 
also running real-time events. For instance, the GlobalGoals conference follows a more traditional 
academic conference, whereas the apsafe conference appears more similar to an online forum for 
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discussion and ideas. The Degrowth conference, which boasts more than 4,000 attendees, attempted to 
create an online ‘event space’, which utilized a mixture of formats in its delivery. 
  
A few conferences also decided to use these virtual formats to host parallel sessions during the 
conference. Parallel sessions allow the organisers to host more sessions in the same amount of time, 
which can be helpful to shorten the time schedule and leave more space for networking opportunities.  
Parallel sessions also increase more interaction among the participants, as the group are often smaller 
and more intimate. It can also benefit a conference during cancellations, as participants are still able to 
attend a presentation in another room.  
 
It must also be noted that there are some disadvantages in hosting parallel sessions. This is manageable 
but creates a few difficulties that need to be considered. First, parallel sessions can be resource intensive, 
as more rooms mean more personnel needed. The Learning while Working Virtual Conference, 
GlobalGoals and ADAPTES required facilitators and technical support for each session. Moreover, hosts 
need more material in order to host multiple sessions, including extra laptops or extra cameras. This will 
probably lead to more costs for the event as a whole. The Learning while Working virtual conference also 
experienced a more technical issue with sending out the invites for different virtual rooms, as the 
invitation links for a two-room set up did not work with every calendar system. This also turned out to be 
time consuming. Therefore, organisers need to consider whether the benefits outweigh the costs.  
 

5.2 Time Zone Accommodation 
Every virtual conference that was hosted before the pandemic, identified the time zone differences as 
one of the major challenges. The majority of the analysed conferences tried to adjust their schedule to 
these differences, while others, such as the Virtual Island Summit 2019, acknowledged the problem as 
inevitable. Recorded sessions can be seen as a solution to this problem, as people are able to watch these 
sessions at a different time, however, they would miss out on the ability to ask question or interact with 
other participants. Another key insight was that most conferences adjusted their schedule only to the 
time zones in the Americas. The Tax Justice Network Virtual Conference 2019 did change for example its 
schedule to encourage more participation from other areas, but their schedule was only accessible for 
people living in Europe or the Americas. Only the CARE conference and the Learning while Working Virtual 
Conference provided a schedule that considered multiple time zones and was often accessible 
participants living all over the world, resulting in truly global conferences.  
 
Relating to accessibility for the conferences held in 2020, the issue of time zones did not appear to be of 
most concern. Rather, a focus on attempting to emulate an ‘in person’ experience (via social events, 
networking, and other non-academic work moments) was central to the organization. Therefore, this is a 
major difference that has been noted between pre-pandemic conferences and conferences that were 
hosted in 2020. Only the apsafe conference considered time zone differences during the conference. 
However, new forms of accessibility were generated through these conferences. The capability of bi- and 
trilingual conferences running at the same time were present and allowed for greater access for 
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different groups of attendees. While this does not directly solve the problems with time zone differences, 
it does help to increase participation from different areas in the world.  
 
5.3 Networking Opportunities  
One of the disadvantages of virtual conferences are the lack of networking opportunities. Normally people 
would talk to other participants during breaks or interact with them during a session or networking event. 
The virtual environment is making this more difficult. Conferences that occurred before the pandemic 
acknowledge this disadvantage, but rarely address this problem or come up with solutions. As these hosts 
deliberately made the decision of organising a virtual conference, this is often calculated as a cost and a 
result of this format. Hence, this also became visible in the format of these conferences. The only 
initiatives that appear are the creation of hybrid formats, to encourage local discussions among 
participants, as has been done during the CARE conference and the Virtual Island Summit 2019. The CARE 
conference was also the only conference that took the initiative to host networking activities during their 
conference. Both Tax Justice Network Virtual Conference 2019 and Virtual Island Summit 2019 also tried 
to encourage online interaction among its participants, by using platforms as Facebook, Slack, or a 
designed app, but these efforts were often not successful.  
Networking still posed a challenge during the conferences held in 2020. Attempts to create networking 
opportunities included virtual drinks, speed dating activities, random chatrooms, and other chatroom 
environments. Other conferences have noted that although socialisation is lacking, engagement with 
technical aspects of the conference was actually made easier – people were less afraid to ask questions, 
presenters had more time to gather their thoughts to answer questions, and overall conversations were 
more generative than in-person conferences (Misa et al., 2020; Hiltner, 2020). Nevertheless, the social 
aspect and spontaneousness of interactions were lacking. As access to the data relating to environments 
such as Slack and Discord are protected, it was not possible to assess whether these text-based 
environments are useful for networking. 
 

5.4 Accessibility and Inclusivity 
Virtual conferencing makes attending a conference easier compared to in-person conferences. This 
became visible in the evaluation of both pre-pandemic conference as the conferences that occurred in 
2020. Participants are often able to attend one of the offered sessions as they do not have to deal with 
financial or time constraints. Virtual conferences are also more accessible for people who cannot travel 
due to personal circumstances, such as taking care for their children or family emergencies. The Global 
Symposium 2020 also acknowledges that virtual conferences create the opportunity for more well-
known scholars and academics to attend a few sessions, as they would not have to attend the entire 
conference. However, this level of easy attendance can also be a challenge. Many attendees do not 
attend all the sessions, and full attention may not be given to the presenters due to distractions that 
may arise within the home.  
 
Virtual conferences can connect people from all over the world, which creates a broader network and 
might help to increase more inclusivity. This opportunity was acknowledged by the Copernicus Alliance 
Conference 2019, as the different background of its participants creates more research opportunities in 
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general (Diethart et al, 2019). Inclusiveness can also be further encouraged by not mentioning the 
academic titles of the participants during the conference, creating less competition and more of an 
inclusive atmosphere. Online conferencing can also be novel through the ability to include groups who 
normally would not have access to academic conferencing and can even include stakeholders who are 
typically marginalized or lack access to academic materials, if there are no barriers to registration. One of 
these groups includes visually impaired or hard-of-hearing individuals, as the nearly carbon neutral 
conference has mentioned (Hiltner, n.d.).  Subtitles provide a solution for people who have difficulties 
with hearing and therefore are unable to attend in-person meetings, while conference outputs that 
include audio books and audio screenings can become a helpful tool for visually impaired or blind 
individuals.  
 
Another novel form of inclusivity is running the conference in multiple languages. ADAPTES and 
Degrowth both ran sessions where live translators were present. Alternatively, it is possible to have 
volunteer translators on online platforms such as Discord and Slack. Pre-recorded material can also be 
translated and captioned by volunteers, or auto-captioned through AI in its original language on 
platforms such as YouTube. This can help to increase accessibility and inclusiveness as it addresses certain 
language barriers.   

 
5.5 Evaluation methods 
Analysing the various conferences offers a similar image of the evaluation methods, as the majority of 
the conferences used surveys. All conferences that happened prior to the pandemic used surveys as a 
way to evaluate the success of its conference and identify what improvements can be made for the future. 
Similarly, the conferences in 2020 also utilized surveying. Two conferences used alternative approaches. 
The CARE conference hired a group of researchers in the psychology department to do the evaluation. 
While this might lead to broader insights, this process takes much longer compared to surveys, as the 
results of the CARE conference are still pending in May 2021. The Degrowth conference utilized a process 
of participatory co-creation, with the Knowledge Harvesting process forming a part of the evaluative 
process. The process aimed to be reflexive in its approach, encouraging attendees to reflect on the 
material, which then benefitted the running of the workshops and created material used for the 
evaluation of the conference itself. 
  
The PAM conference was not taken into consideration for this report, but also offers useful insights in this 
regard that are worth mentioning. The PAM conference also used surveys for the evaluation of their event 
but used them in a different way. The hosts of the conference designed two online questionnaires; one 
was sent out before the conference, while the other one was sent after the conference. The pre-
conference questionnaire was used to gather data about the expectations of participants. This 
questionnaire discussed topics as participant information, planned participation, technical goals etc. The 
post-conference questionnaire assesses the experience of the participants, by asking whether the 
conference has fulfilled expectations, the general experience, interactions etc. 
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The questionnaires were anonymous, meaning that pre- and post-conference responses could not be 
linked to an individual, but they were still able to compare and relate statistics from both questionnaires. 
They were able to figure out how the conference was perceived, and which initiatives were successful or 
not. One third of the respondent said for example that pre-recorded talks increased their ability to attend 
the conference, while most of the respondents also agreed to limited social interaction (Misa et al., 2020). 
This evaluation format is a great way to examine whether expectations are successfully met and what 
could be improved for future events.  
 
6. Recommendations  
Organising a virtual conference is quite different from organising an in-person event. Organisers need to 
figure out which software fits the criteria of their conference and produces the most efficient tools,  while 
participants need to learn how to use these platforms.  These preparations take up a lot of time and pose 
some challenges on the presenters of the conference. It is also clear that in organizing online conferences, 
there are challenges and tradeoffs to be made. This section will present the take-home messages and 
recommendations based on the findings of the report. While there are no set guidelines for creating a 
virtual event – every format has pros and cons and can be adapted to the conference’s needs – the 
following topics below provide guidance for the core issues found: 
 

6.1 Networking/Socialisation 
Problem: Networking or interaction is lacking compared to in-person events.  
As mentioned in section 5, networking remains a challenge for virtual conferencing. This has often been 
part of the feedback that hosts got from its participants. Conferences that were hosted pre-pandemic did 
raise this issue but did not fully address this. A few conferences acknowledged that interaction efforts 
were not successful but were still debating how this could be improved. Some conferences mentioned 
that Q&As were more successful online than in-person, however, other conference struggled to get 
interaction during their live sessions. Overall, the efforts executed by organisers in 2020 were in that 
regard more successful.  
 
Recommendation: Allow for organic interaction - Consider text-based socialisation and networking 
alongside video-based socialisation 
The core difficulty of organising an online conference is the issue of organic interaction. Pitfalls to 
organising social interactions online is that the events themselves are planned and have a level of 
artificiality to them. Curated socialisation sessions were not favored by participants (Misa et al., 2020). 
Nevertheless, new platforms where one can move around to emulate in-person spaces (such as 
www.gather.town) allows for interaction via microphone and camera only if one moves towards another 
person, creating a virtual ‘space’ where one can interact organically. Alternatively, embracing moving 
away from traditional real-time interaction can also help, as chatrooms can generate organic text-based 
interaction too which allows for participants to respond on their own time – thus tackling the issue of time 
zones differences and potential ‘Zoom fatigue’. Platforms such as Discord allow for both text-based and 
voice chatting functions to socialize online. Platforms as Facebook and LinkedIn are also easy ways of 
interacting or networking during a conference. The organisers of the Virtual Island Summit 2019 put a lot 

http://www.gather.town/
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of time in developing an app for the conference, but this was hardly used as most participants rather used 
Facebook for interaction.  
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6.2 Accessibility and inclusivity  
Problem: Virtual conferences still lack in inclusivity.  
In general, virtual conferences can increase the number of participants and are more accessible for people 
with busy schedules or financial restraints. Inclusivity is however still rarely addressed during conferences. 
All conferences that occurred before the pandemic were presented in English, with no opportunities to 
subtitles or translations. Language barriers are therefore seen as a challenge in hosting conferences in 
general. Time zone differences are also not fully addressed by the majority of the conferences and even 
when these differences are considered, it is not always accommodated to Asian time zones.  
 
Recommendation: Record the sessions and make them available during and after the event to allow for 
subtitling and time zone accommodation 
This opportunity can be extremely helpful when dealing with different time zones or when the schedule 
allows parallel sessions. It increases the accessibility of the conference and can truly make it a global event, 
as participants are able to watch these presentations at any time. Recordings can also be a solution for 
people who are not able to fully attend the conference due to various reasons. The Learning while 
Working Virtual Conference 2018 stated that only 1/3rd of its participants attended the live sessions, with 
the majority accessing these sessions through recordings. Moreover, recording and especially pre-
recording sessions allow subtitling and translation, as this is harder to achieve live. This addresses issues 
with language barriers and creates a more inclusive atmosphere.  
 
Recording might seem beneficial but may pose a threat to live sessions as more people are watching the 
recordings compared to the actual event. This may lead to less interaction during the live sessions; 
however, this can be addressed as well. Utilizing ‘slower’ methods of communication (such as text-based 
Q&As, discussion boards on Discord and Slack) can still allow participants in joining in the discussion. This 
also ties in with the benefits of allowing presenters and attendees more time to collect their thoughts to 
develop generative discussion and debate. Unfortunately, the key pitfall to this approach is that it is much 
more time consuming for all participating in the event and loses the sense of an immediate ‘event’ 
occurring. 
 
Recommendation: Creating more inclusivity for visually impaired, blind, deaf, or hard-of-hearing 
individuals.  
The nearly-carbon neutral conference was not used in the evaluation of this report but has been briefly 
mentioned in some parts as its model does offer some important insights, especially regarding increasing 
inclusivity and accessibility of a virtual event. It has been the only virtual conference so far that has 
addressed inclusivity of visually impaired participants, by suggesting that conference websites can be 
optimized for audio screen readers and audio podcasts. The model suggests Soundcloud as a platform 
where audio podcasts or conference talks can be made available. It is a common and well-known platform 
that is easily accessible on electronic devices. The use of SoundCloud also creates some difficulties that 
needs to be considered, as it is time consuming and more expensive.  
 
Their model also tries to include deaf or hard-of-hearing individuals. The conference only uses pre-
recorded videos which are uploaded on YouTube. They have chosen this approach for various reasons,  
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one of them being that talks can be closed captioned for deaf or hard-of-hearing individuals. This tool 
might not be entirely accurate, but speakers can also manually add improved closed captioning to solve 
this problem (Hiltner, n.d.). It is a valuable way to create more inclusivity, not only among different 
nationalities, but also among people who have difficulties with attending in-person events due to hearing 
problems or being visually impaired. It creates an opportunity for them to take part in a conference.   
 
6.3 Technical Issues 
Problem: Technical issues during the (set up of) conference 
All conferences emphasize that organizing a virtual conference needs a lot of consideration regarding 
the use of software and possible technical issues. Some software might not work for every participant or 
every speaker. Other software platforms are not able to host a conference for larger capacities or are 
vulnerable in itself regarding security issues.  
 
Recommendation: Consider Technical Accessibility  
This issue is also harder to address. Some software platforms need some additional information before 
the participants are able to use it, however, this is dependent on the participants themselves. Issues such 
as bandwidth consumption is important if catering to a global audience – streaming is an increasingly 
energy consuming activity and requires high internet speeds to make accessible. Pre-recorded material 
can help combat this issue, alongside utilizing text-based discussion which uses a fraction of the 
bandwidth for data transmission compared to live streaming video. Not only is high definition and real-
time video an incredibly energy consuming activity, but it also requires good computer equipment and 
high internet speeds; thus, affecting both the environmental impact and accessibility of the conference. 
 
Furthermore, some virtual conferences, such as the CARE conference and the Virtual Island Summit 2019, 
relied on social media platforms for their conferences. While using well-known platforms as Twitter or 
Facebook increases the accessibility of the event, organisers must consider whether these platforms are 
always available for its targeted audience. Various countries block access to these platforms during social 
unrest and some countries also permanently block social media platforms. People who live in China might 
have difficulties with accessing these platforms for example. Furthermore, platforms as Skype or Zoom 
have only been accessible for people living in the United Arab Emirates for little over a year now, due to 
the outbreak of the Corona virus (Turak, 2020). As it is probably inevitable to solve this problem or find a 
platform that is accessible everywhere, it might be worth considering whether your targeted audience 
can access the conference.  
 
While these blockades are more area orientated, Tax Justice Network also reported a more technical 
blockade. Their preferred platform Crowdcast was not always accessible for participants working in larger 
organisations due to firewall blockades by the IT department of their company (Tax Justice Network, 
2020). This issue is harder to solve, as a company does not often expect these issues beforehand and they 
only appear while running test sessions. The Tax Justice Network eventually used Zoom in combination 
with Crowdcast as this partly solved the problem, and larger companies often use Zoom as their preferred 
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supplier. Therefore, more well-known conferences platforms are sometimes the best way as they are 
user-friendly and often used, thus many people can use them without any difficulties.  
 
Recommendation: Always execute some tests before running the actual conference 
This is one of the evaluation points that was raised by almost every conference. Technology remains a 
challenge for hosts, speakers, and participants. This can be easily addressed by testing the software 
beforehand, evaluating its usability and whether all functions work in a desired way. These tests also 
provide some useful results. The tests that were executed by the Tax Justice Network eventually 
presented some difficulties, after which they decided to use a different network. The Copernicus Alliance 
Conference 2019 also tested their platform by scheduling appointments with its speakers and offered its 
participants to voluntary attend test sessions. This can help making people known with the platform 
before the actual event. They also mentioned that these tests are helpful in finetuning everything, 
meaning that they do not have to focus on certain issues during the event itself.  
 
Recommendation: Always have back-up equipment or a playbook for risk management  
This point also relates to the issue of vulnerability, as technology itself relies on a solid internet connection 
and technological materials. The Learning while Working Virtual Conference decided to create a playbook 
for risk management (Sprout labs, n.d.). This included check lists, but also solutions for when a virtual 
room was exceeding its capacity in terms of participants. The Tax Justice Network (2020) also considered 
certain risks and had another host on stand-by, meaning that during a connection issue, the conference 
could be streamed from another server.  
 
Recommendation: Consider what platform suits the interests of the conference and whether it is 
worth the time of costs in produced.   
Due to the Coronavirus pandemic, virtual conferences have become the new normal. Therefore, many 
platforms are currently suited for hosting such an event. It is important to consider which platform suits 
the interests of the conference, whether the organisers want to use one software for both conferencing 
and interacting or decision concerning in-built tools as polls to increase interaction. Some platforms are 
more expensive than others, which is something a host needs to consider. Higher costs or more expensive 
equipment may lead to higher expenses that might get passed onto the attendees, which reduces 
accessibility. Some decisions might also take up a lot of time, while it might not be worth it. As was 
mentioned earlier, one conference invested time in creating an app that was hardly used during the 
conference. Moreover, more costs do not always have to be a disadvantage. The Tax Justice Network 
decided to buy a more expensive camera for their conference but were very satisfied with the quality of 
the videos and considered it an investment in future conferences. A host really needs to consider what 
equipment is worth the costs or time they invest in it.   
 
Problem: Some commonly used platforms, such as zoom, are vulnerable for ‘attacks’.  
Recommendation: Take precautions to create a safe space for participants.  
This can be characterized as both a challenge and a lesson for future virtual events. The vulnerability of 
the platforms, relating to security issues, were not particularly raised in the evaluation of the discussed 
conferences, however it was raised by other conferences that were not chosen for this report. As this 
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information does provide helpful insights, it is still worth mentioning. The Advancing Research Conference 
2020 noted that it was “zoombombed” during the conference. “Zoombombing” is a new concept which 
refers to unwanted, disruptive intrusion by a group of people. As organisers do not want any sort of 
disruption during the event, it is useful to examine what sort of precautions can be taking against these 
attacks. Zoom itself has for example published some guidelines in order to prevent zoombombing from 
happening, which includes creating a waiting room and managing screen sharing (Zoom, 2021). These 
guidelines can be very helpful; however, virtual platforms still remain vulnerable for online attacks. The 
best a host can do is taking precautions or measures that might prevent this from happening.  

 
6.4 Other insights 
Recommendation: Improving future conferences can be achieved by using evaluation methods as 
surveys.  
An organisation that expects to organise more virtual events in the future, benefits from an evaluation 
method that can measure its result. Most conferences used surveys to evaluate which improvements are 
necessary for the future, however, these surveys did not often attract a large number of respondents. 
Therefore, it might be helpful to already share the survey during the event and send reminders afterwards. 
This can help increase the amount of respondents. The approach that the PAM conference took is even 
more sophisticated (two questionnaires, one before and one after the event), as it can clearly indicate 
whether certain expectations were met or where certain aspects of the conference fell short.  
 
There was no data immediately observable with regard to the type of opportunities and role of Early 
Career Researchers in online events; if and how that differed or may be differently accommodated can be 
a question for further exploration. 

 7. Conclusion 
This report has presented an evaluation of ten different conferences, analysed how these conferences 
differ in approaches and identify certain challenges, opportunities, and recommendations. It needs to be 
said that there is not a clear set of recommendations. Various conferences turned out to be successful but 
faced some minor difficulties or made a few wrong choices. Some challenges are inevitable, while other 
can be addressed beforehand. Therefore, this report argues that there are three main challenges that an 
organiser needs to address when hosting a virtual conference. 
 First, it is important to realize that network opportunities are less straight forward compared to 
in-person conferences. During in-person event, people were able to network or interact during breaks or 
live sessions, while it is difficult to recreate this interaction online. However, a virtual conference still 
offers opportunities to make an event more interactive. This can be done by using text-based socialisation 
or social media platforms. Moreover, technology also poses challenges to virtual conferences. Most of 
these challenges can already be addressed beforehand by taking precautions and fully preparing the 
event. Furthermore, virtual conferences can improve accessibility and inclusivity when used in a correct 
manner. Conferences can be made more accessible by using recordings or creating a time schedule that 
considers different time zones. Inclusivity can be encouraged by providing sessions in different languages 
or adding subtitles to recorded sessions. While the virtual spaces create many challenges to organisers, it 
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also creates opportunities that in-person events cannot offer. The organiser eventually decides whether 
to take full advantage of these opportunities.  
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