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Table 4: How important are the following factors to you when it comes to determining whether a virtual even will be 
worthwhile to attend? (select all that apply)

Table 5: What are the primary reasons you would attend an event/meeting/class in-person over attending it online? 
(select all that apply)
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Exhibition Hall Motivations: Attendees and Exhibitors
While motivations for attending a physical or virtual event differ, motivations for visiting an exhibition hall 
are very similar. In both instances, the top motivator cited for attending either a physical (69%) or virtual 
exhibition hall (55%) was “Seeing what is new”, whereas speaking to a salesperson is the least 
motivating factor for visiting a physical (51% said would not motivate – See Figure 6) or virtual (63% 
said would not motivate – See Figure 5) exhibition hall.

Figure 5: If you were going to attend a virtual tradeshow and visit a virtual exhibition hall, what would your main 
motivation be?
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Figure 6: When you attend an in-person tradeshow and visit  the  exhibition hall, what are your main motivations?
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Virtual environments afford exhibitors an opportunity to have 
more than sales representatives in the booth; in fact it may be 
argued that a salesperson is not the best choice to have in a 
virtual exhibit booth. Unless the sales people are inside sales 
versus face-to-face sales people, it may be better to have people 
more attuned to online interaction perhaps suggesting customer 
service or those experienced in social media. By moving beyond 
the physical event exhibitor metaphor, platform vendors and event 

producers can provide organizations and audiences with a richer experience that takes advantage of 
visual and auditory capabilities that the medium provides. 

Based on this, exhibitors should rethink their booth staffing and marketing strategies to incorporate the 
following best practices:

•  Market Before, During and After:
  
Evaluate content marketing strategies to meet attendees’ desire to 

receive information before, during and after an event, such as creating an event-specific blog or offering a 
sign-up page for an enewsletter.

When looking at the goals of an exhibitor, exhibitor’s motivations are generally in alignment with what
attendees are seeking (see Figure 7). This suggests that by focusing on audience needs and experience, 
exhibitors can move toward a model where virtual booths cease to replicate website content, but rather 
morph into an extension of an attendee’s experience at a tradeshow or convention. Exhibitors who can 
appeal to this with expert chats and real-time product demos can differentiate themselves from others.

Of those who have exhibited 
(267) at a tradeshow or 
convention, have you produced
a virtual engagement?

Yes: 64%  No:   36%
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Figure 7: Of those who have exhibited at a trade show or convention (267), what are your motivation for exhibiting? 
(select all that apply)
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•  Include Subject-Matter Experts: While exhibitors are constrained by travel costs and space 
    limitations to bring in non-sales representatives to physical events, booth staff must be knowledgeable 
    about (a.) the company products and services, ( b.) how this benefits an attendee, and (c.) how 
    customers are using this information. Since staffing within a virtual exhibit booth is more flexible, 
    evaluate your staffing strategy to invite customers and subject matter experts to staff the booth. 
    Consider holding live “ask-the-expert” sessions within the booth during lulls in the event agenda as 
    an incentive to drive audiences to the booth.

•  Highlight Recent News & Developments: Physical and online attendees are looking for up-to-date 
    information. Designate an area where attendees can learn about new developments and ask 
    questions. For example, labeling a tab “What’s New?” within the online exhibit booth. 

•  Incorporate Real-Time, Video Product Demos: Most product videos in online exhibit booths are 
    on-demand replays. Yet, online attendees desire live product demos, allowing them to ask questions 
    in real-time and “touch and feel” the product as they could in person. If a product demo must be done 
    on-demand, consider “scheduling” specific times throughout the day to play the demo and holding 
    questions and answer sessions in real-time.

•  Segment Content by Audience: Attendees are expecting more customized information that fits their 
    specific business needs and industry. This is an opportunity for virtual event platform providers to 
    enhance capabilities to match content based on attendee profiles or behavior within the environment. 
    In lieu of this, exhibitors should evaluate audience demographics to categorize content by business 
    need and industry.

Business Motivations and Social Behaviors for In-Person and Online Events                    July 2011



Page 20

Business Models

The primary driver for going virtual is extending the reach of their 
events. The reason being that event producers are still concerned 
that their audience cannot (or will not) travel to the physical event. 
Clearly some of the programs being done online are not of the 
nature to warrant a physical counterpart. A large number also feel 
there are some instances where the content and program were 
better suited to an online-only experience. Monetization and cost

savings ranked fifth and seventh respectively as considerations for producing a virtual engagement. 
Though we know that for those that are trying to generate new revenue streams and for those that need 
to cover the cost of the online experience, revenue is a top priority. Of those who have produced a virtual 
engagement, the main motivation for holding a virtual event is unrelated to generating revenue or cost 
issues. (See Figure 8). 

Have you produced a virtual
engagement?
  Yes: 56%  No:   44% 
Source: 463 total responses
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This demonstrates that virtual events continue to serve as an extension to in-person events, enhancing 
the needs of the meetings planners to reach additional audiences and share content to those unable to 
attend events physically. Most organizations are funding their virtual events out of their physical event 
budgets instead of looking at creating separate budget items for virtual. In the future we expect that this 
will change and that funding will come from a combined effort from overall marketing (events, lead 
generation, etc.), online marketing (websites, email, social media, webinars etc.) and training (employee, 
customer and partner). The virtual environment will be as seen as a multipurpose tool not just an event 
extension and will be funded accordingly.      

For those organizations seeking to generate revenues from registration fees, they should consider their 
monetization strategies accordingly.  As each market and audience is unique, ample research should be 
undertaken in your segment before launching your paid content pricing model and strategy. One 
approach is to have a lower price for virtual registrants to acquire a larger audience for the online 
conference or tradeshow and focus on converting those attendees to physical attendees at later events 
(See Figure 9).  
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Figure 9: If the same content and/or educational program is delivered online and in-person (at an event),
how do you think the pricing should work?
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Conclusion
The goal of this study was to get a better understanding of 
how virtual attendee experience differs from an in-person 
experience with meetings, events and learning programs. 
We’ve discovered many similarities in the way people behave 
during online and in-person programs. Although a few areas 
scored higher when it came to people multi-tasking during an 
online event, we were surprised by how many multi-tasking 
activities were the same for both experiences.    

Not unexpectedly, people attend in-person and online events 
primarily for access to the content. What is clearly a difference 
between virtual and in-person attendance is the fall off in 
networking in the online experience. This is a major area of
opportunity for virtual event producers and something that the  

industry needs to focus on doing a better job at. The opportunity to develop better networking online clearly 
exists, but we haven’t delivered the right motivators or the engagement that a social experience like 
Facebook or online dating have.   

While we were not surprised to see the difference in levels of networking, we were surprised that people were 
about equal in their comfort level with making new acquaintances and chatting with strangers online and 
in-person. Combine that with the data that showed about two-thirds of all respondents being comfortable or 
very comfortable with the use of video/webcams when chatting and the online networking situation seems 
like it can be vastly improved. Today many of the technology platforms for these types of engagements 
offer video chat or audio chat; so it seems more a matter of getting the attendees familiar with the 
capabilities as well as getting enough people to participate in order to make it worth people trying it out.    

At these early stages of adoption, digital event producers need to create structured networking activities 
similar to what people have been doing in the physical event space.  In addition, producers should offer 
clear guidelines on what is acceptable and expected of attendees and consider having an opt out for people 
that don’t want to be contacted during the event. As a way of further developing relationships online, producers 
should consider their perpetual engagement strategy as well making networking an ongoing activity. 

Both attendees and exhibitors are looking for similar results from an online or in-person event experience. 
Attendees want to stay up to date on what is new as well as learn from subject matter experts and 
interactive demos. The attendee wants to gain knowledge to help them do their jobs while the exhibitors 
want brand and product exposure, new business opportunities, and they are also interested in 
demonstrating thought leadership while educating the market.  When asked to describe how a virtual 
exhibit experience could be improved attendees most often referenced demos, rich content and interactivity.   

“Given further shifts in the 
  format of meetings, conferences
  and events - such as the rise in 
  hybrid meetings and ‘open’ 
  (audience participation-led) 
  conferences - it is entirely 
  possibly that these old success
  measures are gradually being
  overtaken by new profit and 
  engagement metrics.”
  Second Annual IMEX America Index of
  Optimism, May 12, 2011
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Too often virtual has been pitted against physical events as if people were choosing virtual as a preferred 
method of satisfying their event objectives and as this study shows, there are significant similarities for 
attendees and exhibitors but there are also fundamental differences in the experience and the results. 
It is our opinion that the events and meeting industry would be best served to look at the combined 
effect of wrapping a digital event strategy around physical events and meetings thereby increasing the 
overall value beyond the sum of the parts. Virtual extensions offer an unprecedented ability to scale an 
event’s reach and impact far beyond the walls of a building and for an unlimited time. Today’s 
technology allows producers an opportunity to recreate the events of the future and establish them as 
the strategic marketing and collaboration tools they deserve to be.    

An analogy that has been used is the early days of television moving into sports coverage. The fear 
was that people would stop going to the physical games so television coverage was slow to be adopted. 
Just the opposite happened of course. Television caused huge growth in physical attendance and today 
the model is as healthy as can be. While 100,000 actually attend the Super Bowl in person, more than 
100 million attend virtually.
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About the Sponsors

   About PCMA

   The Professional Convention Management Association (PCMA) is the source for 
   education, professional resources and advocacy for the meeting, convention and 
   exhibition industry. Founded in 1957, PCMA represents more than 6000 meeting 
   management professionals from associations, non-profit organizations, corporations,
   independent meeting planning companies, multi-management firms, and association 
   executives who recognize the importance of meetings to their organization. PCMA 
   provides members with the tools they need to succeed as meeting professionals 
   and to promote the value of the industry to their organizations and the general public. 
   Headquartered in Chicago, PCMA has 17 chapters throughout the United States, 
   Canada and Mexico. For additional information, please visit the PCMA web site 
   at www.pcma.org.

   About UBM Studios

   UBM Studios leads the industry in world-class user engagement for virtual 
   environments, social networking and gaming.  A global marketing service, UBM 
   Studios delivers content, audience and in-depth analytics driving deeper 
   award-winning user engagement paired with vision, process and execution.  
   For additional information, please visit www.ubmstudios.com.
 
   
   About The Virtual Edge Institute

   The Virtual Edge Institute is an organization dedicated to advancing the 
   development and adoption of digital event and meeting technology and best 
   practices for collaboration and marketing. Founded in 2008 by Michael 
   Doyle, the Institute does this by supporting and contributing research, education, 
   thought leadership, promotion, and professional networking. 
   Learn more at http://www.virtualedgeinstitute.com 

Virtual Edge
InstituteTM
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Appendix: General Demographics
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Figure 10: All respondents: Title

Figure 11: All Resondents: By Type of Organization


