TREND REPORT

THE FUTURE OF
ENGAGEMENT
AND THE SHIFT NO ONE IS TALKING ABOUT“

FAILURE TO ENGAGE

What Venues are
Missing in the Race to
Connect
Anyone who has ever led a zoom call knows
the drain of presenting to people who
haven’t turned on their cameras. Is it any
different for half-filled venues wondering if
people are going to return?
While it’s easy to assume the struggle is a
new one post-pandemic, the reality is that
organizations have been discussing declining
engagement for years.
How do you create genuine connection with
the people you most want to engage?
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FAILURE TO ENGAGE

Attendance in all types of venues was dropping long before
quarantine in 2020. Engagement was the hot topic of
conversation for universities, sports venues, theatres, convention
centers, workplaces, and churches.
“Pro sports franchises that saw an attendance decline of at least
10% from the 2008 season to the 2018 season.”
— USA Today, July 2019
“Unduplicated [college] enrollments dipped below 18 million, a
decline of more than 2 million students since its peak in 2011.”
— Forbes, December 2019
“Orchestras have been performing classical music for more than
400 years. So why in the past two decades has it suddenly become
so difficult to keep symphonies afloat?”
— Baltimore Sun, August 2019
“U.S. church membership down sharply in past two decades.”
— Gallup News, April 2019
“Theater is the artistic discipline in America that is losing audience
share at the fastest rate in recent years.”
— The New York Times, September 2013
It would appear that 2020 merely accelerated an already
established trend.
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ATTENTION VS. ENGAGEMENT

IF WE ARE LIVING IN THE
ATTENTION ECONOMY, IS IT
ENOUGH?

We are often told we are living in the “attention
economy.” But keep in mind, attention is when
you apply the mind to something. It’s a fragile
commodity.
If you want someone to spend money, be an
advocate, or show up for something, you need to
move them from attention to engagement.
Engagement involves emotional involvement
and commitment.

an attention-grabbing technology arms race for
over three decades. Bigger screens, more lights,
better amenities, and increased “wow” factor with
every pressure-filled investment.
But these improvements haven’t changed
engagement overall. While in-person events
are declining, virtual attendance is ramping up
exponentially.
There are all kinds of dynamics cited for the
decrease of in-person engagement and the growth
of virtual engagement. Everything from generational
preferences to the difficulty of leaving a comfortable
living room.

Whether your world is in the arts, education, sports,
worship, or a business, if you want to connect with
others in a way that produces action, you need
engagement.

But what if the real reason is more substantial?

WHAT VIRTUAL EVENTS ARE
OFFERING THAT IN-PERSON
VENUES MISS

And—more importantly—what if shifts in
technology have changed our expectations about
just how much control we should have?

What if the nature of engagement is that a
participant has some control over the experience?

The venues where thousands gather have been in

YouTube has 2 billion monthly active users
and the TikTok app was downloaded over 2
billion times as of April 2020.
Social media platforms gained 490 million
users in 2020 (that’s a 13.2% increase, year
over year; 2019’s growth was 7.2%)
Per BCC research, the Fantasy Sports and
Gaming Association reports over 60 million
people engaged in fantasy games across
the U.S. and Canada, with 20 million people
playing fantasy games across India, a figure
projected to reach 150 million by 2022.

© Idibri

Korean supergroup BTS broke a virtual
attendance record with 756,000 viewers
of their paid virtual concert in June 2020,
the equivalent to 15 shows at a 50,000 seat
stadium. Fans were able to choose their view
from close-ups to full shots that showed off
the choreography. (Keep this detail in mind.
We’ll cover it in a moment.)
In 2019 there were 2.5 billion gamers
representing a 9.6% increase year on year.
Federal data shows that more than a third of
all 2018 college and university students took
at least one online course, and that online
enrollments continued steady growth as
overall numbers dip.

WHO HAS CONTROL?

Map of the Soul On:e - Courtesy Big Hit Labels

THE COUNTER-INTUITIVE MOVE
THAT CREATES ENGAGEMENT

My daughter grew up watching Saturday morning
cartoons. While she was sitting on our living room
floor, it was a one-way experience. For sure, she
could shout a warning to Scooby Doo, but nothing
she did would impact what was happening on the
screen.
Many cultural aspects to broadcast go unnoticed by
those raised with it. Mainly that it is a passive medium
for the viewer.
You have no control over the content. There is zero
interaction. Something interesting may grab your
attention for a moment, but attention is not the same
as engagement.
Digital media — on the other hand — is active. You
can access what you want anytime and anywhere. You
have the power to customize, comment, hack, modify,
and hyperlink. You are doing something. You can
interact with it. Most importantly, the audience can
impact their own experience.
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This is what is missing in all our discussions on
engagement: If you want to truly engage someone,
you have to share control in the interaction.
This shared control is embedded in the nature of the
digital world. This can be personalization, curated
engagement (co-creation of content), real-time
participation, or active communities.
So, when BTS gives fans the chance to choose
their view at a virtual concert or the C2 Montreal
conference (an in-person conference with growing
attendance) makes it possible for people to set up
“brain dates” or host tables on topics of their choice,
engagement is by nature higher.

What if the nature of engagement is
that a participant has some control
over the experience? And what if
shifts in technology have changed
our expectations about how much
control we should have? — Craig
Janssen

WHO HAS CONTROL?

THE UNBEATABLE SKILL THAT
PRODUCES ENGAGEMENT

The ability to design for shared control will be the
key distinction for people designing, organizing, and
facilitating the next wave of venues and events.
The thing is, there are places where this is happening
already. It’s just that the model is less like the
symphony and more like jazz.
In a symphony, there is sheet music. (A linear plan.)
Musicians are highly skilled, and they follow the
conductor to create something. The conductor is in
control. Everyone follows him. As a general rule, no
one freestyles.
Jazz musicians are also highly skilled, but the
mechanism is different.
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They create something with others in real time while
the locus of control is handed off between members
of the band. It is an expansive skillset to be able to do
it well.
We forget that when we hand off control and move
to a supportive role, that it’s not a passive role. When
the saxophone takes the solo, the other members are
creating the space to be successful. When the piano
takes the lead, the others adapt.
It can feel counter-intuitive to create a context where
the crowd is leading some of the time. But it is
essential if you want to shift from grabbing attention
to creating engagement.
This is the skill that will be needed for the future of
engagement.

HYBRID EVENT STRATEGY

There’s a sliding scale for hybrid
audience engagement.
Your strategy for engagement hinges on how much
power you’re willing to give your audience to co-create
the event. The very thought of conceding any power at
all may sound scary, but it isn’t like handing teenagers
your car keys so they can learn how to drive on the
highway in the middle of rush hour.
There is a sliding scale, and you’re allowed to choose
your level and frame up the action:

LEVEL 1: BROADCAST

In a broadcast, communication goes one way:
from you out to an audience. The audience has no
power to respond directly, or to connect with other
members of the audience. They simply receive the
content. (Examples of this are television programs and
streaming services.)
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LEVEL 2: PERSONALIZATION

For both in-person and digital contexts, you can
give the audience the power to customize elements
of their own experience. Examples of this include
the 2021 Virtual New Year’s Eve (which allowed
participants to create an avatar and explore a virtual
Times Square) and NASCAR (which uses Scanner to
allow fans to select the audio feed from any car). This
type of hybrid engagement has some form of both
in-person and digital elements, which provide options
to the audience that allow them to tailor their own
experiences.

LEVEL 3: CURATED ENGAGEMENT

Talk radio is a great example of curated engagement.
The audience has the power to engage with the
source, but that power is curated and controlled by

HYBRID EVENT STRATEGY
the source. Recent digital world examples of curated
engagement include Tony Robbins’ “Unleash the
Power Within” virtual event and The Ellen Show; both
blended live productions with live digital audiences in
a way that facilitated audience engagement with the
hosts on a curated basis.

Another example is Harvard Business School’s hybrid
classrooms, where both in-person and remote
students participate in real time with the same access
to engagement.

LEVEL 4: REAL-TIME PARTICIPATION

In this context, audiences have the power to respond
in real-time, and be seen and heard by the source. The
audience’s actions impact what happens in the event,
whether the event is in-person or digital.

The ultimate power of hybrid engagement is in the
connection of audiences with the source and with
each other. When in-person and digital audiences can
create community, their level of engagement is at its
peak. This goes beyond the event and is generative in
its effect.

The NBA Virtual Fan Experience is a good example of
this. Virtual fans can be seen and heard by players and
other fans in their section. Game hosts interact with
virtual fans the same way they would with in-person
fans. They start chants during key moments in the
game, and the virtual seats are visible on the NBA’s
broadcast.

Examples of this include Mindvalley’s Quests. which
offer a mix of content delivery, live group coaching
calls, and students who gather together on the
Mindvalley platform to participate in groups that
connect and share with each other. Another example
is Facebook communities, which blend digital
connection with in-person connection.

LEVEL 5: ACTIVE COMMUNITIES

START YOUR PLAN BY DETERMINING YOUR LEVEL OF HYBRID ENGAGEMENT.
Want to streamline your hybrid event planning process? Start with the audience. Ask:
1. Who is our audience?
2. What are we trying to do for this audience? What is our mission?
3. What level of engagement would best meet that mission?
4. What needs to happen in order to achieve that level of engagement? What activities
would be helpful?
5. What tools do we need to facilitate both in-person and digital connection?
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HYBRID EVENTS

Who is Doing What Now?
If your organization gathers people together, there’s
a good chance you’ve heard the word “hybrid” in
reference to those events more than once. (Probably
ad nauseum.)

This bi-directional connection can include:

WHAT IS A “HYBRID” EVENT?

•

Every event has two dynamics when it comes
to connection. There is the “source.” This is the
performer, presenter, professor, singer, pastor, actor,
or sports team. And there is the “audience”. The
participants, attendees, fans, students, ticket-holders,
or congregation.
In a hybrid event, there is a combination of who
participates live and who participates digitally.
If the idea of a live presenter to a remote audience
sounds familiar, it is. It’s broadcast.
The difference in hybrid events, is that the
communication needs to go both ways. The audience
needs the ability to connect back to the source (or
each other) and engage.
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•

the ability to ask questions

•

chat to other participants

•

•

be heard cheering or giving applause
respond to a poll, game, or other interactive
have audience-created content shared

• or any other type of engagement.
To be clear, if the communication goes only one way,
it isn’t hybrid. It’s just broadcast.
Hybrid is a contribution-model, not a consumption
model. The audience has a role in creating the event.
Another differentiator between broadcast and hybrid
events is that the participants can be known. Just
like live participants register when they purchase
tickets, remote participants have a login. They are not
anonymous to the organizers the way they would be
in a broadcast.
When participants are known, there is an opportunity
for connection after the event is over — a defining
factor in digital events.

HYBRID EVENTS

THE NEED FOR HYBRID
ENGAGEMENT

Here’s what we are seeing:

Audiences have now learned a new muscle memory.
We aren’t going backwards. The future won’t look like
the past. And it shouldn’t.
The digital world creates opportunities to broaden
reach. You can connect with audiences without the
limitations of time and geography.
Because of that, the next five years are going to
explode with innovations.
Technology development is already on fire. Everything
from Extended Reality (XR) to hybrid event platforms
to AV renovations of existing venues to better
accommodate hybrid experiences.

As William Gibson put it: “The 		
future has arrived — it’s just not
evenly distributed yet.”
If you want to know the future of hybrid events, it
helps to see what people are doing right now. While
the quarantine has fueled innovation, in some cases
people have been experimenting with this for years.
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NBA Virtual Fan Experience
The NBA’s virtual fan experience allows fans in virtual
seats to watch the game in real-time. Since they are
connected to the venue via a live video and audio
feed, they can be seen and heard by players and other
fans in their section. Game hosts interact with virtual
fans the same way they would with real ones. They
start chants during key moments in the game. And
the virtual seats are visible on the NBA’s broadcast.
(Source)
Tony Robbins Unleash the Power Within
Author and philanthropist, Tony Robbins, took his
live events virtual during the pandemic. Tony and his
team created an immersive studio complete with two
180-degree wraparound screens. Tony was able to
achieve spontaneous two-way interactivity with any
participant at any moment while freely moving about
the space. The event also integrated elements such as
live performers, music, lighting, and visual effects on
the fly. (Source)

HYBRID EVENTS
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Times Square 2021 New Year’s Eve Celebration
When the pandemic closed the annual Times Square
New Year’s Eve celebration, the organizers created
VNYE(Virtual New Year’s Eve). VNYE brought the
experience to mobile devices and computers through
an XR platform. The gamified experience allowed
participants to create their own avatar to explore a
virtual Times Square. (Source)

Annual Corporate Meetings
Meeting Planner, Joanna Newcomb, working with
Premier Meeting & Event Management, helped to
recreate an annual large corporate meeting. They
shifted from the “big event” to a more distributed
model. Keynotes were streamed to small regional
groups meeting in-person so the networking aspect
of the event was preserved. Small groups made COVID
protections manageable, and people were more likely
to go because they could drive rather than fly.
Event Cinema Livecasts
The Metropolitan Opera, La Scala, and the Sydney
Opera House along with multiple ballet and theatre
companies provide live events virtually to audiences
in cinemas and parks across the world and have been
doing this for years. (Source)

Philadelphia 76’ers Youth Camps.
The Philadelphia 76ers’ — like many NBA teams
— engage young fans through camps and clinics.
When the pandemic halted that, the team worked
to create digital opportunities. The 76ers hosted
a dribble challenge through the HomeCourt app.
Using the app’s artificial intelligence, fans recorded
videos of themselves completing the challenge. Fans
uploaded their videos by tagging @jr_76ers and
using the hashtag #StayInTheGame. The 76ers also
used HomeCourt to power sponsored virtual camps.
(Source)
Tomorrowland Virtual Festival
Tomorrowland, the world’s biggest dance music
festival, was set to celebrate its 16th anniversary in
2020. Rather than cancel the live event, they took
it digital. Eight stages, 60-plus artists, 16 webinar
sessions, and extra activities became a moveable,
scalable, virtual world. A green screen was used for
on-stage recordings for wide sweeping shots of the
280,000 virtual festival-goers. (Source)

© Idibri

Courtesy of Tomorrowland

HYBRID EVENTS
Cloud Clubbing
When nightclubs closed, EDM DJ’s in China started
“cloud clubbing” on Douyin (China’s version of Tik
Tok). The DJ is live and participants—participating in
small groups in their homes--send messages. Not
only that, but they are able to spend real money on
virtual gifts for performers. (Source)

Wonderlab FiestÓN en Casa
Tech-forward, corporate event planner WonderLab
which typically features interactive bracelets and
apps at live events, launched FiestÓN en Casa during
quarantine. The experience starts with a digital
invitation, then there is the lead up to the party
where photos and videos create the hype, then the
day of the party the event is steamed with a live DJ,
personalized trivia, and interaction with the guests.
Catering is also coordinated in the app and delivered
to each group of guests in their homes. (Source)
Luminex: Dialogues of Light
One night in Downtown Los Angeles, there was
a walkable, self-guided QR experience called
“Luminex: Dialogues of Light.” The presentations were
supersized digital art installations created by LAbased artists. Participants accessed the map through a
QR code and the event was livestreamed on the same
page. (Source)
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HBS Hybrid Classrooms
Harvard Business School created a unique remote
and in-person learning experience that maintains the
integrity of the case method pedagogy while ensuring
health safety. The goal was to create an equitable
experience for remote and in-person participants. The
team used a prototyping design process to quickly
innovate through feedback and iteration. Remote
students can read the chalkboards, see their fellow
classmates individually, watch the professor, raise
their hand, and easily participate, while the in-person
experience facilitates a familiar teaching environment
and supports interaction between in-person and
remote students. (Source)
Wolves Summit
The Wolves Summit made history in October
2020 as “Europe’s first hybrid event.” The event
will again be hybrid in 2021 and includes digital
experiences including multi-stage and matchmaking
functionalities, an Investor Podium, dedicated Scaleup, Accelerator, and Community Partner Stages.
(Source)

HYBRID EVENTS
Best Cities Global Forum
The Best Cities Global Forum transitioned
engagement online for in-person attendees while
creating a designed experience for their digital
attendees. Live attendees were given a unique link
which gave them access to the platform to engage
with the online attendees. The event combined both
in-person and remote speakers and audiences via the
platform. Remote attendees were able to participate
in live Q&A sessions, and in-person attendees could
engage with online attendees via the chat bar and
Q&A widget. (Source)

C2 Montreal Online
The C2 Conference is a mix of business innovators,
social game-changers, and experts representing
diverse fields. The C2 conference in-person event is
designed to create spontaneous interaction between
participants. From the conversation prompts in
the queues to “Braindates,” everything is about
engagement. C2 Online launched in 2020 as a
completely digital event separate from the annual C2
Montréal conference each spring. (Source)
Coachella Valley Music and Arts Festival
With limited tickets available and many millions more
who wanted to attend, the Coachella team invested
in live streaming for both weekends of their event on
their Youtube channel. For ticket holders attending the
live event, it was business as usual. But for folks who
couldn’t make it that weekend (or that year at all), this
move toward a hybrid event was game changing. A
new term, Couchella, was born to signify the shared
experience that virtual attendees could have at home
on their couches. (Source)
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eNASCAR iRacing Pro invitational Series
NASCAR reached 1.7 million new fans during the early
days of the lockdown through simulated racing. The
iRacing experience is a sophisticated racing simulation
that takes place on iRacing.com. Anybody can sign
up to race, but there are system requirements. While
all three of NASCAR’s premier series were on hold,
its iRacing series featured drivers from Cup, Xfinity
and Trucks to provide fans with a unique, fun and
competitive experience on race day. (Source)

WHAT’S NEXT IN HYBRID EVENTS?

While much of the innovation in virtual events
happened because of the COVID quarantine, it won’t
stop there. This creativity is sparking new thinking
for how we connect in groups. What’s possible has
expanded and it won’t go back in the box. We are at
a pivot point where hybrid event strategy needs to be
part of every organization’s conversation.

WHERE ARE YOU GOING?

What do you need to put hybrid
engagement in reach?
Now that you have a framework for understanding
the various levels of hybrid engagement, and a list of
questions to help you start planning, how do you feel
about getting started? Can you have this conversation
with your team?
Just launching the conversation about hybrid
engagement demonstrates leadership, and will put you
ahead of your competitors, as you figure out how best to
host hybrid events in your context.
The question is — how are you going to embrace a
hybrid strategy going forward?
If you need a professional consultation to help you move
forward on this, don’t hesitate to reach out to connect@
idibri.com.

Idibri specializes in improving human engagement within the built environment. A multidisciplinary
team in technology, theatre planning and acoustics, we work closely with design teams to create
environments that spark communication and connection. We are experts in creating connection .
connect@idibri.com | 972.239.1505 | idibri.com

