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Abstract  
The current social context, where we are facing problems like COVID-19 and climate changes, has created an 
environment where humans have to be innovative and find new ways to continue their lives showing respect for 
the rules, for the other people’s lives and for the planet Earth. This paper seeks to advance the understanding of 
designing a virtual conference through identifying advantages and challenges and to provide a draft plan for 
organizing a conference, a plan using tools available on the market. The researched problem was approached via 
a two-step selection process of the most relevant studies in achieving the objectives. As a result, the paper 
highlights the strengths that can be used to plan a successful virtual conference, only if the challenges are 
overcome. It also offers a schema for a virtual conference. As a conclusion, this article takes steps in identifying 
and preparing a universal plan to support the community in keeping events like conferences in the actual context 
with technologies available on the market. 

Keywords: advantages of virtual conferences, challenges of virtual conferences, virtual conference 

 
 

1. INTRODUCTION  

The concept of virtual conference it is not a new one. In 1992 Bangkok Project (Anderson & Mason, 1993) 

was the first international Internet supported conference. The interaction between participants was on 

email and was structured in six interactive sessions over a three-week period. 

So as the person who made possible the Bangkok Project remarked (ANDERSON, 1996) the first virtual 

conferences were limited by software and bandwidth and constrained to their technological context. There 

are almost 30 years from then and at this point the evolution of technology and studies on virtual empathy 

can give us all the information we need to create a virtual conference that can overcome challenges. 

And the actual social context of COVID-19 even forces us to concentrate our powers in investigating what 

is already on the market. Finding fast solutions, it will let us continue our life from our safety of our home, 

while being able to not restrict some of our plans.  

This paper proposes to structure a rough design for a virtual conference using its advantages to make it 

more appealing to possible participants, while trying to overcome the challenges. For being able to achieve 

this goal the main objectives of this research are: 

mailto:miruna.radu@outlook.com
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• Conduct an in-depth study of the existing information about virtual conferences 

Articles relevant to topic are searched in the different scientific databases and only the significant ones are 

furthermore analyzed to better understand the what, how, do’s and don’ts of virtual conferences. 

•    Find advantages and challenges of virtual conferences 

From the selected articles it is important to identify the opportunities a virtual conference grants to this kind 

of event, but also it is necessary to keep an eye on the drawback and see them as challenges that have to 

be overcome. 

• Develop a plan for a virtual conference within existing technologies 

With the information at hand it is time to draft a plan for the conference, a schedule for different activities. 

 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW   

Many studies regarding virtual conferences have been conducted and in our social context where COVID-

19 makes us experiment social distancing it is important to centralize the advantages and disadvantages 

to be able to design and organize a nice virtual conference. 

Lots of the studies are clustered around architecture and design. In Kasser (2000), the author describes 

the development of an asynchronous virtual conference, highlighting the advantages and disadvantages 

and the lessons learned.  Shih et al. (2001) propose a virtual conference system based on mobile 

communication in order to improve the real-time transfer of data.  Sempere (2011) presents a case study 

of a virtual conference design that was adjust based on feedback, to improve the nature of interactions 

between participants. The paper also outlines some design principles learned, that can be applied 

generally to make the collaborative experience more effective. 

Some of the papers published until now are putting an accent on certain parts of the structure of a virtual 

conference. As Rogers et al. (2018) mentioned an essential part of a good conference is the networking 

and cultural enrichment aspect.  Taking this into consideration they propose a concept of a Virtual Cocktail 

Party, a tool to integrate into a virtual conference to be able to obtain a more sociable friendly environment.  

Jones (2000) also shares some stories from the field of on-line conferences on how to improve the 

collaborative aspect, putting also an accent on the lessons learned. This provides a good overview of the 

difficulties of virtual empathy and networking and how they can be overcome. 

3. METHODOLOGY  

In order to study the currently available virtual conferences information, a literature review process in two 

steps was conducted. The first step involved identifying the relevant sources based on certain keywords, 
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while the second step involved interpreting and evaluating the relevance of the selected articles to this 

study.  

The review process was conducted in the beginning of 2020. In the first step, databases like Google 

Scholar, Science Direct, ACM Digital Library and others were analyzed for identifying relevant studies. For 

this selection where chosen publications that contained with keywords like “virtual conference”, 

“advantages of virtual conferences”, “challenges of virtual conferences”, “tools for virtual conferences” in 

their title. In the next step, the abstracts were reviewed and the articles that were not relevant were 

rejected. After, all the remaining articles were read, the advantages and challenges where outlined to draw 

the attention the most common ones.  

4. RESULTS  

In Table 1 is presented an overview of the findings. Every advantage and challenge is presented through 

the relation with the articles it was mentioned in. For example, it can be easily seen that reduction of costs 

is a clear advantage of virtual conferences as it is mentioned in most of the studies, while technological 

issues are recurrent challenges through the publications.  

TABLE 1. ADVANTAGES AND CHALLENGES OF VIRTUAL CONFERENCES 

Advantages/Challenges 

 

Category   Description 

 

Citation 

Advantages 

Reduce 

pollution 

Travel emissions, energy and 

waste 

(Diethart, 

Zimmermann, & 

Mulà, 2020); 

(Dean, 

Apperley, & 

Rogers, 2014); 

(Suravajhala, 

Bizzaro, 

Varadwaj, 

Gupta, & Singh, 

2010); (Welch, 

Ray, Melendez, 

Fare, & Leach, 

2010) 

Inclusive Space is flexible. People from all (Diethart, 
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around the world can participate. Zimmermann, & 

Mulà, 2020); 

(Gichora, et al., 

2010); (Jones, 

2000); (Dean, 

Apperley, & 

Rogers, 2014); 

(Suravajhala, 

Bizzaro, 

Varadwaj, 

Gupta, & Singh, 

2010); (Miranda, 

Chen, & Isaias, 

2005); (Welch, 

Ray, Melendez, 

Fare, & Leach, 

2010) 

Reduce costs Reduce the costs from organizers: 

no rooms, no catering, no travels 

Reduce the costs for participants: 

no traveling, no accommodation 

(Diethart, 

Zimmermann, & 

Mulà, 2020); 

(Gichora, et al., 

2010); (Jones, 

2000); (Dean, 

Apperley, & 

Rogers, 2014); 

(Suravajhala, 

Bizzaro, 

Varadwaj, 

Gupta, & Singh, 

2010); (Miranda, 

Chen, & Isaias, 

2005); (Welch, 

Ray, Melendez, 
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Fare, & Leach, 

2010) 

(Diethart, 

Zimmermann, & 

Mulà, 2020); 

(Gichora, et al., 

2010); (Jones, 

2000); (Dean, 

Apperley, & 

Rogers, 2014); 

(Kasser, 2000); 

(Suravajhala, 

Bizzaro, 

Varadwaj, 

Gupta, & Singh, 

2010); (Miranda, 

Chen, & Isaias, 

2005); (Welch, 

Ray, Melendez, 

Fare, & Leach, 

2010) 

Flexibility  Attend to chosen sessions, 

combining with daily activities 

(Diethart, 

Zimmermann, & 

Mulà, 2020); 

(Gichora, et al., 

2010); (Kasser, 

2000); (Miranda, 

Chen, & Isaias, 

2005); (Welch, 

Ray, Melendez, 

Fare, & Leach, 

2010) 

Easier access Recorded sessions, surveys, (Diethart, 
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to the 

information 

forums Zimmermann, & 

Mulà, 2020); 

(Jones, 2000); 

(Kasser, 2000); 

(Suravajhala, 

Bizzaro, 

Varadwaj, 

Gupta, & Singh, 

2010); (Miranda, 

Chen, & Isaias, 

2005) 

Reduce 

complexity 

Not having to book travel, 

accommodation 

(Diethart, 

Zimmermann, & 

Mulà, 2020); 

(Gichora, et al., 

2010); (Jones, 

2000); (Miranda, 

Chen, & Isaias, 

2005); (Welch, 

Ray, Melendez, 

Fare, & Leach, 

2010) 

 

 

Challenges 

Networking, 

Interactions 

A face-to-face environment leaves 

space for unplanned spontaneous 

social interactions, getting to know 

new places and new cultures by 

experiment.    

(Diethart, 

Zimmermann, & 

Mulà, 2020); 

(Gichora, et al., 

2010); (Jones, 

2000); (Rogers, 

Masoodian, & 

Apperley, 2018); 

(Dean, 

Apperley, & 

Rogers, 2014); 



 

 

 

 

 

 

Radu, I-M. 

DESIGNING A PLAN FOR KEEPING A CONFERENCE IN COVID-19 CONTEXT 

 

B
u

s
in

e
s
s

 E
x
c
e

ll
e
n

c
e
 a

n
d

 M
a
n

a
g

e
m

e
n

t 

V
o

lu
m

e
 1

0
 S

p
e
c
ia

l 
Is

s
u

e
 1

 /
 O

c
to

b
e
r 

2
0

2
0
 

T
h
e
or

e
ti
ca

l 
a
nd

 E
m
pi
ri
ca

l 
R
e
se

a
rc

h
e
s 

in
 U

rb
a
n 

M
a
na

ge
m
e
nt

 

 

142 

(Kasser, 2000); 

(Miranda, Chen, 

& Isaias, 2005); 

(Welch, Ray, 

Melendez, Fare, 

& Leach, 2010) 

Time zones When organizing an event 

worldwide you have to think 

carefully about the participants 

when choosing the when to start 

and when to end each day.   

(Diethart, 

Zimmermann, & 

Mulà, 2020); 

(Gichora, et al., 

2010); (Dean, 

Apperley, & 

Rogers, 2014); 

(Miranda, Chen, 

& Isaias, 2005) 

Tools Finding the right tools that can 

help engage the participants while 

helping with the purpose of the 

conference is an important task. 

(Diethart, 

Zimmermann, & 

Mulà, 2020); 

(Gichora, et al., 

2010); (Jones, 

2000); (Dean, 

Apperley, & 

Rogers, 2014); 

(Kasser, 2000); 

(Suravajhala, 

Bizzaro, 

Varadwaj, 

Gupta, & Singh, 

2010); (Miranda, 

Chen, & Isaias, 

2005); 

Technological 

issues 

There are moments when the 

hardware, software or the internet 

(Diethart, 

Zimmermann, & 
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connection can go wrong. Mulà, 2020); 

(Gichora, et al., 

2010); (Jones, 

2000); (Kasser, 

2000); 

(Suravajhala, 

Bizzaro, 

Varadwaj, 

Gupta, & Singh, 

2010); (Miranda, 

Chen, & Isaias, 

2005); (Welch, 

Ray, Melendez, 

Fare, & Leach, 

2010) 

Source: Created by author, based on literature review 

5. OVERCOME THE CHALLENGES  

To overcome the challenge of networking and lack of social aspect form the virtual conferences Rogers et 

al. (2018) propose a virtual cocktail party prototype: creating a game-like environment where participants 

can listen to other people's talks and get into conversation at any time like in real events. The paper (Dean, 

Apperley, & Rogers, 2014) analyzed using SecondLife a game like conference trying to propose a 

prototype to fix problems like: lack of identity, lack of real time gesture feedback, hard movement through 

the conference. However, in the end of the study they find it difficult to extend their solution at great scale. 

Also, for the problem with the interactions with each other Kasser (2000) proposed using live sessions of 

QA. 

For the technical difficulties Miranda et al. (2005) propose having a tech person ready to help with any 

technical related problem. To avoid problems with the tools Welch et al. (2010) propose sending a script to 

the participants that will install all the needed software. To avoid the problems with the bandwidth and 

conference interruption Gichora et al. (2010) advice to pre-recorded presentations which can be used 

when in need. 
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6. PLAN FOR A VIRTUAL CONFERENCE  

The plan designed in this section is for a start-up conference. The plan for the conference before 

COVID-19 was to have some stands where people from the start ups can have some short 

presentations and some giveaways. They could also interact with the early-adopters and respond to 

their questions. After, a live session of presentation was expected. 

The context made the constraint to transform the planed event into a virtual one. Analyzing all the new 

information regarding virtual conferences the new plan is structured different. The conference will be 

spited into two parts: 

• The virtual fair 

The first part will be structured as a place where attendants can find information regarding the start-ups. 

Each one of the start-up will have a virtual space where they can display a short presentation, some 

interesting facts. Also here they will have a link to their proof of concept which can be tried in real time 

by the crowd. A board for feedback and communication will be there to make the session more 

interactive.  To avoid technical problems regarding installing special applications, the virtual fair will be 

hosted online and for avoiding problems with the presentation this will be prerecorded. This will help 

also with the time zone, the virtual stands being available for a longer time so all the participants can 

take a look at them.  A designated person form the organization team will be available to help at any 

time with any technical problem. 

Tools that can be used for creating a virtual fair with game like interaction are vFairs (vfairs), voxexpo 

(Voxexpo) or hexafair (Hexafair). Beside this the virtual fair can be created from scratch as a web 

application or maybe as a simple website. 

• A Q&A live session 

To avoid the challenge of networking at this virtual event there will be a live web-based session of 

questions and answers where each start-up will meet with the people and answer the questions. The 

time zone of the attendants will be taken into consideration when deciding the time of the session. 

As tools for this session there are multiple choices that allow users with no accounts to attend to web 

meetings like: Microsoft Teams, JoinME, Zoom. 

7. CONCLUSIONS  

Transforming a conference from a face-to-face one into a virtual one can be an easy thing to achieve 

when understanding the big picture. Virtual conferences offer a series of advantages that can help with 
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increasing the numbers of participants, but only when the challenges are taken into consideration. 

Analyzing these aspects, the current paper proposes a virtual conference split into two parts that satisfy 

different needs like networking, error free and time zone appropriate. The first part includes the idea of 

having a virtual fair through different technical solutions, a place where the attendee can easily have 

access to the information that is needed when is needed. The second part it is concentrated around the 

idea of having a live session of questions and answers to help with the direct social interaction aspect 

that sometimes is missing in an online event.  
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