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Executive talent is the lifeblood of any business; setting strategy, motivating teams, delivering growth
and driving change. So hiring the best, whether permanent or interim, in a timely fashion can set
your business apart.
Aston Fisher understands this and applies its extensive resourcing experience in an agile and
collaborative manner to identify the very best candidates with the right skills, experience and
chemistry for its clients.
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We are a driven, highly collaborative team, passionate about what we do. We pride ourselves on
being genuine partners to clients and candidates, pro-actively delivering outstanding results, over
and above expectations every time.

1. Introduction

2. Executive Summary

Running everyday meetings on Zoom and Teams may be second nature by now, but how do
you handle large-scale, multi-day events with hundreds of participants around the world?

Planning corporate events virtually means rewriting the playbook, because it's still a new
concept, but more companies are doing it than ever. It can be stressful, but there's also
untapped potential. Here's what HR leaders in three sectors have learned from the year
without conference halls.

The technical and logistical challenges are many, but the biggest conundrum is how to
reproduce the social buzz and networking opportunities of an in-person conference.
We spoke to HR leaders from three different sectors to discover how they’ve addressed these
challenges and to gather their insights on what works – and what doesn’t.

Personal care products
Our contact successfully orchestrated a three-day virtual conference for nearly 200 people
across continents and time zones.
The first day was an introduction, the second had no full-scale meeting and gave
participants an opportunity to discuss in small groups, and on the third day everyone came
back together to present feedback. Data and follow-up surveys determined that this was
effective.
They found they had the best luck with presentations that could be opened up for
questions, followed by discussions in small self-organising teams of about four people who
would nominate one to lead their meetings.
Our contact believes virtual working has been good for his company overall and is here to
stay in some form. For example, it makes it possible to include more junior employees
worldwide in more meetings.
However, he warns against overlong sessions, saying Zoom fatigue is real. He’s found
bite-sized chunks are preferable.
He also warns against letting breakout groups physically cluster around a computer in the
same office, as networking in virtual meetings is less organic, and participants need to be
guided to meet new people.

3. Personal Care Products
Chemicals
Our second HR leader works for the smallest company of the three, a chemical
manufacturer. She’s run several online company events since the start of COVID and has
found rehearsals help, as does giving advice about common causes of technical issues.
With a virtual conference, there is a risk of things becoming too scripted, so she encourages
presenters to get comfortable enough with their topics to be more spontaneous. In the
breaks between speakers, short videos are shown, so people know they can step away but
can also stay engaged.
Her main challenge is that the increased need for structure and coordination in virtual
events does not sit well with her colleagues, who tend to treat her plans as suggestions.
“In a live conference, it's become a real skill to keep them marshalled and move forwards,
because they just do what they like!”
When planning a conference, she starts by establishing the presenters, the formats and the
number of attendees, then works with IT on how to make that happen tech-wise, and then
brings in the creative talent to talk about how to communicate with people about it and
make it engaging.

Sugar
Our final contact is the head of HR for a major global sugar company and has also recently
run a successful large-scale event mostly online.
They used Zoom plus Slido, asking participants to annotate Slido with their questions. The
ability to upvote questions in Slido proved very helpful. They also used plugins to include
translation for people joining from different countries.
As participants joined Zoom, they were randomised into small groups and given a few
minutes to 'have a virtual coffee' with some new people from elsewhere in the organization
and learn about other parts of the company.
Perhaps their most useful innovation was setting up test sessions before the event itself,
so that people could drop in and out to test their own logins and equipment.

As a senior HR leader for a global manufacturer of personal care products, our first contact
has already had to orchestrate a major international conference online. With the company
rolling out some important changes to its internal branding, it was crucial to get leadership
fully on board and ensure they understood the message well enough to pass it on down the
hierarchy.
“If we hadn't had a pandemic,” he says, “it would have been a fairly classic process of
bringing together a group of senior leaders across the organisation. Maybe we would have
got 50 or 60 travelling in from around the world. And we would have had a two- or three-day
conference, with the CEO leading it through, getting people involved, breakout groups,
workshops and of course, the social side of things as well. As it was, we knew we were going
to have to do something virtually, and we ended up doing something a little bit innovative.”
That something involved working with an American consulting firm, whose background
goes beyond internal communications into the visual arts and theatre. “So they are quite
used to doing events with the creative impact element of it built in.”
The idea he developed, which he then worked through with the consultants, was a three-day
arc. (“We had to think about time zones, so we went Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday to stay
out of the very early Monday morning or late Friday night for people in Australia.”)
The first of the three days focused on the introduction of the new concepts, with a talk from
the CEO about what they meant and how they linked into the business strategy. The second
day gave attendees a chance to discuss the changes among themselves, before everyone
came back together on the third day to share their opinions and plans for introducing the
message to their teams.
For the second day, there was no full-scale meeting; all attendees were divided into groups
(with amusing, company-relevant group names) to discuss the topic. This became an
opportunity for fun and team-building while also being useful. Data and followup surveys
helped them determine that the practice was effective.
As in a face-to-face conference, some materials were sent around in advance, but these only
amounted to a schedule of what was happening when. The company used Teams Live for
presentations before switching to different tools for follow-up discussions in small groups.
One tool used was Waggle, for collecting feedback remotely.

4. Chemicals
They found they had the best luck with presentations that could be opened up for
questions, followed by discussions in small self-organising teams of about four people who
would nominate one to lead their meetings.
The crowning achievement of the conference was a successful one-hour launch session with
nearly 200 people around the world. One thing he’s found helpful in keeping order is to
designate somebody to message presenters and let them know they're up next.
Our contact believes virtual working has been good for his company overall and is here to
stay in some form. For example, it makes it possible to include more junior employees
worldwide in more meetings, because they’re not just limited to who the company feels
ready to fly out to another country.
Part of what made this conference so successful, in his view, is that he encouraged
participants to connect with their teams beforehand and invited them all to bring a favourite
object for a “show and tell” relating to the theme of the conference.
Speaking of objects, a virtual conference obviously disrupts the tradition of handing out
branded t-shirts and other memorabilia to participants. At a physical conference, this can
help people feel that they're all part of something, but it doesn't necessarily have the same
effect at a virtual event. In our contact’s view, giveaways are unnecessary at a virtual
conference, but for those who do want to give something away, it’s best to focus on things
participants can take back to their own offices with them, such as posters and mousepads.
For a long time, the question of whether breakout groups should be together physically
around one PC has been moot because people were in lockdown; now it's starting to be
more of a debate. “It can be useful sometimes,” he says, “but it’s important to find out
whether it's really necessary or if it's going to make things more difficult. Because there are
fewer networking opportunities at a virtual event, you have to guide people towards
meeting new contacts to make it happen, so if you let everybody sit with their friends from
their own office all the time, there won't be much mingling.”
He warns against the perils of overlong sessions, saying bite-sized chunks are better, and
Zoom fatigue is real (“I heard even the CEO of Zoom was tired of Zoom meetings,” he says).
He explains that it takes more energy to give and understand social feedback over Zoom,
because if you just say “mmhmm” or nod, the person speaking won't see. Turning off self
view can help, as it leaves you visible but reduces the sense of pressure to telegraph
enthusiasm.

Our second HR leader works for the smallest company of the three, a chemical
manufacturer. But even in a smaller organisation, she says, running events is harder when
there’s high security.
She’s run several online company events since the start of COVID. One thing she’s found is
that rehearsals help, as does giving advice about common causes of technical issues (one
being users’ tendency to “hibernate” their computers at night rather than turning off and
rebooting, so the memory fills up until the computer can no longer run videoconferencing
software).
For the presenters, she provided an app that let people turn over slides from their phones or
iPads. With a virtual conference, there is a risk of things becoming too scripted, so she
encouraged presenters to get really comfortable with their topics so they could be a bit more
spontaneous.
In the breaks between speakers, short videos were shown, so that people knew they were
free to step away to get a coffee but could stay engaged.
“Structure and coordination are more important with a virtual event,” she says, “because
things are necessarily less controlled than when people are all together. You've got to plan,
and you've got to make sure everyone knows the plan very well.
“Most of my colleagues are ex-military, so you'd have thought they'd like that. But their
motto is ‘No plan survives contact with the enemy’ – in other words, ‘You have a plan if you
like, but we’re going to do our own thing.’ In a live conference, it's become a real skill to keep
them marshalled and move forwards, because they just do what they like – and my real
nervousness is that's not going to work very well in the virtual world!"
“Once you know who you're going to have presenting, how many people you'll have
attending, and what formats of presentation your events will use,” she says, “the question
becomes, ‘How do we make it happen tech-wise?’ You can address that from a functional
perspective with the IT team, then once that's ironed out, you bring in the creative talent
and talk about how to communicate with people about it and make it engaging.” Polls have
proved useful for these kinds of group decisions.

5. Sugar
Like all our contacts, she’s run into the issue of scheduling sessions across widely different
time zones. “Sometimes,” she agrees, “the best thing to do is just have two sessions for
different time zones.”
She’s also found that Teams meetings can feel very long, and breaking down events into
chunks can be better if you have a lot to cover.
Our final contact is the head of HR for a major global sugar company and has also recently
run a successful large-scale event mostly online.
Not all the people involved in his event were on Teams, so they used Zoom plus Slido, asking
participants to annotate Slido with their questions. The ability to upvote questions in Slido
proved very helpful, because the questions most people had were answered. They also used
plugins to include translation for people joining from different countries.
As participants joined Zoom, they were randomised into small groups and given a few
minutes to 'have a virtual coffee' with some new people from elsewhere in the organization
and learn about other parts of the company.
When sending out pre-event information, he tried to get all the information people would
need on a single page. They also had a photographer at the physical locations for the event
and then sent a photo album around to everyone who attended virtually.
They worked with an external specialist company to handle the technical setup, as their
in-house IT department wouldn't have been able to handle it. He found that standard chat
apps like WhatsApp and Discord were perfectly adequate for communicating with the AV
team in the background, and also with the presenters.
Perhaps their most useful innovation was setting up test sessions before the event itself, so
that people could drop in and out to test their own logins and equipment.
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