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Let disruption
breed true creativit

This series of COVID-19 white papers set out to help design a
response to a seriously adverse environment for events and live
experiences. But as the pandemic becomes the 2020 norm and
we draw to a close, we’re now starting to see the opportunities
it presents. That’s not to diminish the issues we all face but
simply acknowledge what the creative process has long
known, that limitation can fuel great ideas.

From the beginning we’ve identified the
shortcomings of simple digital analogues that seek
to replace traditional live formats and by now we’ve
all seen enough live streaming for the novelty to
have worn off. We believe the new world brings
digital and live closer together and demands more
innovation in the resulting hybrid formats, with the
unique real-world component that is traditionally
the domain of live experience, providing the energy
that drives successful interaction and engagement.

With the benefit of some months of learning under
our belts this is a good time to consider the shape of
events planned for 2021, the contingencies needed
in a perpetually uncertain world and how the best
operators should brief those future projects to
harness this disruption to their advantage. The best
brands will stand out through innovative and future-
facing activations.
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The change accelerator

Live events has been one of the sector’s
most affected by the pandemic. Industry
body PLASA has warned the Treasury that
many of the 1M employees and freelancers
in the sector could face losing their
livelihoods. “Without help we could be left
with little or no industry to restart,” said
PLASA chief executive Peter Heath.

Calls are intensifying for the government
to step in and save a previously thriving
commercial sector with support for
workers and new solutions to restart
events after plans to reopen venues in
August were shelved. Entrepreneurial
solutions such as the socially distanced
Virgin Money Unity Arena in Newcastle
offer valiant resistance but face difficult
business equations to simply break even.

In this we see the binary of post pandemic life, where
we have all retreated to our social ‘bubbles’ and
learned to grow dependent on remote interactions
and services. It’s these services that are the
commercial beneficiaries.

McKinsey identifies what they call a ‘great
acceleration’ of trends that existed before the
pandemic, driven by consumer appetite for the

likes of remote working, learning, telemedicine,
e-commerce and so on. Online delivery experienced
an increase in volume over eight weeks during the
pandemic that was equivalent to its growth in the
entire previous decade. Industry data shows sectors
slow to evolve their digital transformation and
suffering declining profit before the pandemic now
being disproportionately punished by it. Meanwhile
future-proofed propositions have pulled way ahead
with their remote business models winning them big
multiples. “We’ve seen two years’ worth of digital
transformation in two months,” says Microsoft CEO
Satya Nadella.

Now let’s zoom into the context of business and
consumer events. The rules are not so different. If

we persist with an old-world model for face-to-face
interaction, working within changing government
guidelines, we’ll simply see declining returns on
investment with smaller audiences reached by
inevitably limited interactions. The winners will
instead be those event planners whose model was
already evolving with the changing rules of our
increasingly hybrid digital/analogue lives. Just as
consumer businesses have seen digital transformation
accelerate, so will business and consumer events and
this will yield new creative spaces between those old
hard borders placed on agency disciplines (‘digital
agency’, ‘event agency’) to define new kinds of
agency. It will drive innovation, that in turn changes
the event formats we take for granted. Just as it
accelerates and changes the demands we place on
digital experience and content.
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The new world dictates new agency skills

In the rush to innovate in our creative
concepts and the channels through
which we deliver experiences, it is also
important to reinvigorate focus on
executional planning, always critical to

impactful events.

This is now more demanding and built for a greater
diversity of scenarios than ever before. Thinking
about the insurance demands of your format
upfront now plays a critical role alongside the
creative and channel planning.

Levels of audience interaction is the factor here that
dictates risk of cancellation; dependent on how the
format aligns to current government guidance.

The government has provided five stages in a phased
return to events ranging from backstage forms

of rehearsal and recording to levels of audience
attendance in varying front-of-house socially
distanced scenarios. As we’ve seen, this is very
subject to change with both legislation and insurance
unpredictable.

Here at Audience we have planning guidelines that
allow project team and client to take an informed
approach to reducing the risk of event cancelation
(check out our Planning COVID-proof Expreience
guide on our website soon).

While, as we have observed in previous articles, the
worlds of digital and event agencies share a mutual
focus on bulletproof project management, the hybrid
skills demanded in the present environment are borne
of experience in real-world event production, with
skilled digital professionals brought in to deliver their
specialisms.

Our focus has been on developing agency ways of
working that allow for executional demands to be

integrated at an early stage, while still maintaining

the free space that planning and creative teams need

to conceive the right solution for a client’s business
challenge free from the conceptual constraints of
inflexible executional parameters.

Placing a unique experience at the heart of a concept
now means an activity with either storytelling content

or virtual interactions that replace those lost from
physical interaction. For the latter think of consumer
marketing apps such as the car configurator of the
automotive website, AR that brings products to life
in the home and immersive films seeking to close
the distance between a consumer and a remote
travel experience. Strong concepts provide the
value participants need to engage, share content
and propagate it through digital networks. These
experience concepts are also organic drivers of
digital uptake that provide a sense of event that
makes us less dependent on paid advertising in the
digital realm.

While the typical digital agency focuses on
production of digital creative and its promotion
through the growing number of digital advertising
formats, event and experiential agencies are the
natural home of these experience concepts with the
impact to drive participation. Combine this insight
with the demands of an unpredictable legislative and
insurance landscape best navigated here and we
can see a new agency breed emerging in the post-
pandemic world.
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Creative signals from the pandemic

The months since March have necessitated a period
of creative invention in our industry and much of
the work that has followed gives us an idea of future
directions for digital-experiential creativity.

In place of the usual Cannes Lions conference, the
well-known advertising industry event launched

its Lions Live digital platform. This ‘by industry for
industry’ concept has demonstrated a relevance
spanning far beyond the usual five-day event, giving
voice to a broader, global set of voices from the sector.
With a focus on specific industry concerns around
social good, the proposition has proved durable
enough for Cannes Lions to commit to continuing the
platform alongside the usual live event when it returns.

Our own work with Deloitte on their Shared Services
Conference blended live and pre-recorded digital
content in a new digital platform that runs over an
extended timeframe to provide a content-rich channel to
sit alongside future live events. With 27 global speakers
present, the event set new benchmarks for interactive
sponsor experiences.

Those seeking innovative conceptual inspiration can
look to the fashion industry which has proved typically
creative in its response to the cancelation of the usual
catwalk shows and seasonal events.

Both Valentino and Maison
Margiela worked with cutting-
edge photographer Nick Knight
on digital films to announce their
Autumn/Winter 2020 collections.
For Margiela he created an
hour-long documentary of the
making of the collection stitched
together from film footage, Zoom
calls, text messages and other
digital content snippets. Knight
also worked with Burberry this
year on a project in which model
Kendall Jenner was photographed
200 times in order to create her
digital double with the help of
another model in a motion capture
suit. The ‘digitised’ Jenner was
then cast in a series of entirely
computer-generated films.
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This points to an exciting way
forward for hybrid experiences
currently pioneered by a
commercial avant-garde but

soon to become a mainstream
language in event creativity.

We shouldn’t fixate on the
bleeding edge technology of the
Burberry campaign, however.
Instead, recognise that the

most ambitious creatives are
finding dynamic ways of using
pedestrian technologies like video
conferencing or moulding content
from otherwise disposable digital
formats to excite and invent out of
limitation.
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How to brief for COVID-proof experiences

As we've seen, the pandemic has given us a clear

view of the business benefits of accelerating digital
transformation in both customer, marketing and
organisational channels. But it also places new
demands on the planning and execution of work,
with a unique blended approach to concept and
execution requiring new skillsets both internally
and from partner agencies.

Our checklist for future briefs

O1

02

03

Let go of preconceived ideas
about the live format and
embrace limitations to fire your
creativity: remember the winners
in the pandemic are those that
have adapted quickly to our
increasingly remote new habits

Demand an agency partner with
the unique skillset necessary

to bring contingency planning
(legislation / insurance) into the
creative planning process.

But be sure space is ringfenced
for creativity to take place
without the limitations of an
executional mindset

Consider seeking multiple
creative responses to briefs,
each differing in the levels of
contingency they allow to
adapt to rapidly changing
COVID regulations

04

05
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Place content and/or digital
utility at the heart of concepts
to ensure you can engage
audiences in large numbers and
earn and hold their attention in
cluttered digital environments

Stay flexible with an

agency partner that has the
contingency to move with
changing social contexts and
government regulation

What we’ve really learned in the last few months, as
we’ve all been forced to adapt in a changing world,
is the power of thinking beyond the format to unlock
exciting new opportunities. Now it’s becoming clear
that those who can do this are creating an advantage
for themselves.

Meaning, you can embrace the opportunity to
develop white space between yourselves and slower-
moving competitors.



