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Virtual events have made  
their presence felt and will  
be around for quite some time.

Attendees now require events 
that blend sensory experience 
with visual engagement.

Experimentation will be key  
to crafting and maintaining  
a powerful event strategy. 

Effective events will require 
different blends of tactics  
and technology for success.

KEY
TAKEAWAYS
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The State of Experiential 
Marketing Today
So, the question remains — how do businesses re-imagine  
their live events strategies in the time of COVID-19?

1nytimes.com/2020/05/07/upshot/
pandemic-economy-government-
orders.html

We analyzed a list of 200 
experiences for this report. 

As you may have guessed, there is no solid answer. As frustrating as that 
may be, we at AnyRoad found that the lack of a playbook for responding 
to COVID-19 presented a unique opportunity for us to learn from  
our peers across the industry. We researched the online experience 
strategies of hundreds of businesses and compiled a list of over  
200 unique experiences which we analyzed for this report.

In the early weeks of the pandemic, event marketing strategies quickly 
pivoted. In-person events were shifted to online-only experiences —  
a trend which shows no signs of slowing. As reported by the New York 
Times1, American sentiment toward in-person events appears to have 
been permanently altered. In fact, in a recent survey, more than 60 
percent of respondents stated they wouldn’t even go to the movies  
if COVID bans were lifted. What’s more, is that 53 percent of respondents 
indicated that they would be hesitant to eat at a restaurant. 
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Rather than spelling the doom of industries and activities we have  
come to know and love, these statistics raise a singular point: reopening  
will be a gradual process. Slowly but surely, we will return to normal 
entertainment and dining behaviors, but in the meantime, we must 
continue to operate in a virtual-first world.

Enter the second challenge. Ask anyone who has sat through  
a full day of virtual meetings and you’ll get the same answer.  
Sitting in front of a computer for hours on end is absolutely draining.  
Known as “Zoom fatigue,” the mental and physical weariness caused  
by marathon video chats is caused by several factors ranging from 
multitasking while in meetings to distractions from family while  
working from home. 

In a recent Harvard Business Review article, however, Liz Fosslein  
and Mollie West Duffy point to another, more nuanced reason  
video-based experiences are so exhausting, writing: 

On a video call the only way to show we’re 
paying attention is to look at the camera.  
But, in real life, how often do you stand within 
three feet of a colleague and stare at their 
face? Probably never. This is because having 
to engage in a ‘constant gaze’ makes us 
uncomfortable — and tired.2

“

If restrictions were lifted on the advice of public 
health officials regarding the following activities, 
how likely would you ...

Source: The Democracy Fund + UCLA Nationscape Project survey of 6,730 U.S. adults April 23-29, The New York Times

2   hbr.org/2020/04/how-to-combat-
zoom-fatigue
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So, where does this leave the events industry? If happy hour calls and 
even casual chats with friends and family are leaving more and more 
people exhausted, what’s the recipe for success?

In this point, Buchanan highlights the value of experiences post-
COVID. Companies must look at ways to mitigate the forced isolation 
in which many of us currently live and work. Prior to COVID, Michaels 
— a retail provider of arts, crafts, framing, floral & wall décor, and 
merchandise — offered a host of classes on-site in their stores. 
After the pandemic hit, these courses swiftly transitioned online, 
maintaining the sense of community while keeping participants safe.

For Michaels, focusing  
on community — both 
online and off — helped 
drive up revenue and 
led to a staggering 58 
percent share price jump 
in just one day.3

3   cnbc.com/2020/06/08/astonishing-
market-moves-retailer-michaels-
surges-a-record-50percent-on-a-
jpmorgan-upgrade.html
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We are doing more to provide ideas, 
inspiration and instruction that encourage 
creativity and connect the making community 
to our brand. A significant offering of virtual 
classes and other interactive content is an 
important element in extending the impact  
of our branding.

“
ASHLEY BUCHANAN 
–  CEO, Michaels 

Q2 2020 Earnings Call

Perhaps unsurprisingly, the companies who have solved the remote  
event challenge have done so without making any ground-breaking 
changes to their strategy. Take for instance Michaels craft stores. 

Establishing  
a Strategy
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Another prime example of a company that has thrived during the 
pandemic is Peloton. The in-home fitness brand offers users access  
to a thriving online community where they can challenge themselves 
and find inspiration from fellow riders. At a time when interpersonal 
connections can be few and far between, providing online communities 
can be immensely valuable.

For Michaels, focusing on community — both online and off — helped 
drive up Michaels revenue and led to a staggering 58 percent share 
price jump in just one day.3 Peloton also saw similar share price jumps 
throughout the 2020 fiscal year.4 As Michaels and Peloton have shown, 
companies that can build and maintain strong online communities,  
that mirror the in-person experience, can not only survive, but thrive, 
during the pandemic.

In terms of a marketing strategy, the appropriate type of online 
experience largely depends on where you are in your customer journey. 
As the graphic below illustrates, certain experiences, such as concerts 
or large-scale conferences, are more effective for prospects, while 
community-based events, such as group classes or happy hours,  
are more meaningful for existing advocates.

Above: One of Michaels ‘Community Classroom’ experiences .

3   cnbc.com/2020/06/08/astonishing-
market-moves-retailer-michaels-
surges-a-record-50percent-on-a-
jpmorgan-upgrade.html

4  cnbc.com/2020/05/06/peloton-pton-
reports-fiscal-q3-2020-earnings.
html

Companies that can build 
and maintain strong online 
communities, that mirror  
the in-person experience,  
can not only survive, but thrive, 
during the pandemic.
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Above: Online experiences should be designed to support your marketing goals.

Beyond the types of events you choose to host, how you craft  
the experiences can make or break an event. As shown by Michaels, 
combining elements of virtual and tactile experiences can have  
a significant impact on customer satisfaction. Based on the principle  
of “embodied cognition,” which suggests a strong relationship between 
the mind and the body as they experience the world, blending sensory 
experiences with a virtual program is proving a promising path forward.

The true challenge lies in finding creative ways to make experiences more 
sensory, blending sight, taste, smell, touch, and taste to influence buying 
decisions and overall customer experience. This takes experimentation,  
a data-centric approach, and continual iteration.

For tips on how to leverage the principles  
of ‘embodied cognition’ in your experiences  
visit anyroad.com/blog/embodied-cognition.

Where do online experiences
fit into your strategy?
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Source: anyroad.link/online-ideas

Food and Beverage is leading the pack

What 
Industries 
are Adopting 
Virtual Events?

Most industries have experimented 
with online events, but at the top 
of the leaderboard with the most 
consistent adoption are CPG 
brands, specifically food  
and beverage.

We suspect this is because  
cooking classes and guided 
tastings have lower production 
values for live streaming, and that 
there is surging demand from 
people who are cooking and 
drinking more at home.

Guided tastings and classes can 
include interactive components  

and gamification, such as breakout 
sessions, providing an opportunity  
for attendees to interact in a quasi 
face-to-face format.

One virtual event example of this 
was for Cinco de Mayo: Mario 
Lopez teamed up with Uber Eats 
and Chipotle for a happy hour 
showcasing how to make his 
favorite Cinco de Mayo recipes. 
This live event offered people the 
chance to enjoy a holiday tradition 
in the comfort of their home, while 
learning new tips and tricks from  
a celebrity.

9
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Identifying the  
Right Tools
For online experiences, there are a number of platforms that can be used 
to host virtual, community-based events. From free services, including 
YouTube and social streaming on Facebook or Instagram Live, to more 
private platforms, such as Zoom, where you host your event can have 
a tremendous impact on its outcomes. Additionally, the platform you 
choose to leverage for your event should align with where your event falls 
in the marketing funnel. For a top-of-funnel, awareness-based event,  
an open platform may be more effective and inviting.

03

Above: Zoom Usage has grown dramatically in 2020.  
Data from Statista, sources from The Verge, Zoom

Zoom grows exponentially
Number of daily users in Zoom meetings (in millions)
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An additional element that contributes to the selection of tools  
is the decision of synchronous vs. asynchronous. Specifically,  
do I need people to come together at a certain time, or can they 
participate at their leisure? Are we time-constrained by the host joining?

Based on our research, we have also found that different industries 
engage with various platforms differently. According to our research  
of 200+ companies, the most commonly used platforms are Zoom  
and Instagram Live, each representing 34.1% of overall platform  
usages, followed closely by YouTube Live with 25.6%. Given that the 
food and beverage industry represents the largest number of online 
experiences in our survey, it’s easy to see how different platforms  
can offer different advantages for a single brand. For instance,  
we’ve seen the same company host a free concert series  
on YouTube Live for top-of-funnel and a private, invite-only  
tasting event on Zoom for bottom-of-funnel conversions.

Above: Zoom and Instagram Live are equally popular amongst marketers.  
Source: anyroad.link/online-ideas.

Instagram and Zoom are neck and neck
Online experiences by platform
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Move Fast 
& Innovate

Our current business environment requires us to move  
fast and innovate. To do this, we recommend treating your  
experiences as experiments in order to de-risk decision  
making and speed up progress. 

The Scientific Method involves 5 steps (illustrated with examples below):  

1.  Make an observation.  
We’re seeing increasing  
traffic on our site from Canada  
but have no Canadian stores.

2.  Ask a question.  
How can we sell more  
to Canadians?

3.  Form a hypothesis,  
or testable explanation. 
If I promote an online  
experience to our Canadian 
audience, will they attend?

4.  Make a prediction based  
on the hypothesis. 
I predict that Canadians  
will attend and their post-
experience intent to  
purchase will be high.

5. Test the prediction.

6.  Iterate: use the results  
to make new hypotheses  
or predictions. 
If I offer free shipping  
to these attendees,  
will they convert more?

Think Like a Scientist04

The Scientific  
Method
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Conveniently, the formula for modern business innovation is something 
we all likely learned in grade school. Harkening back to the 17th century, 
the scientific method has become the gold standard for hypothesizing 
solutions, testing, and refining.



Understanding 
Measurement  
and Brand Conversion
One of the most pressing challenges for virtual events has been 
accessing the data to measure success or failure. Simply put, many 
platforms can’t capture the first-party data that drives true insights. 
Metrics like net promoter score (NPS) and brand conversion have proven 
invaluable for  our customers and form the foundation for understanding 
what works and what doesn’t.

The ultimate goal for many virtual events is to change customer behavior, 
build affinity for your brand and grow revenue. We’ve found that brand 
conversion is a great leading indicator of the success of an experience. 
It indicates whether the experience has helped build a positive brand 
relationship and impacted loyalty. In other words, brand conversion rate 
is the number of people who were neutral or indifferent about a brand 
prior to an experience who then become brand promoters following  
an experience. Assessing brand conversion requires a two-step process 
— asking an NPS survey question before and after an experience.  
The results of these surveys can show the percentage of attendees  
who have become brand advocates.

Brand 
Conversion
Set based on pre- and  
post-experience answers  
to this question: 
“ Based on your knowledge  

of the brand, how likely are  
you to recommend [BRAND]  
to a friend or colleague?”

41%
of attendees are  
not promoters

37%
additional attendees
converted to promoters

0% 50% 100%

Your brand conversion rate
is the percentage of people who  
were not promoters, but became 
promoters post-experience: 

05

37%

41%
= 90%
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We found recurring online experiences  
to be most successful and have the highest 
brand conversion rate. We started with 
monthly and then progressed to weekly 
experiences. It almost turned into a virtual 
cocktail club where people tuned in to see 
their friends. We made the content less  
like a lecture and more an experience  
where there was interaction between  
guests and the guide.

“
DAN CALLAWAY 
–  Vice President, Hospitality & Product Development 

Bardstown Bourbon Company

In terms of brand conversion, it’s easy to think in-person events  
far outweigh the virtual ones. Based on our research, however,  
we have found that there that NPS has been closer than we expected,  
at least during COVID, with 77 for in-person vs. 72 for online.

Keep an eye on anyroad.com/blog for more advanced  
tips on measuring effectiveness and understanding impact.

What is Brand 
Conversion? 

We’re often asked the best way 
to predict changes in consumer 
behavior after an experience.  
Our recommendation is that 
marketers establish “brand 
conversion” as a primary  
leading indicator of the  
impact of their events.

Put simply, brand conversion 
measures how effective your 
experiences are at turning visitors 

into brand advocates. To establish 
the conversion rate, we use the 
same survey question before  
and after their experience.

It is often correlated with post-
experience net promoter score 
(NPS), but gives more specific 
results on how your experiences 
impact visitors who were not  
fans before arriving.

14
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A Look at the Plays
In the few short months since the onset of the COVID pandemic,  
several types of online experiences have risen to the top as prime 
examples of online brand conversion events. Classes and activations  
are the formats preferred by brands. Most likely because they are  
at different ends of the spectrum when it comes to production.  
Classes have lower production values, and can be done from home  
studios while activations such as concerts often need professional  
AV supports. 

Through our analysis of common event formats we have prepared  
three sample “plays” we hope will inspire you to build on. Plays 1  
and 2 are ‘online only’ while Play 3 is a ‘hybrid’ experience.

Play 1 - The Exclusive Wine Tasting Online only

Play 2 - Live Music with Backstage Passes Online only

Play 3 - Celebrity Baking Class Hybrid

Percentage of people by format preference

Classes are the preferred format
Online experiences by type
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Above: Brands are running a wide variety of experiences online,  
but most can be categorized as ‘classes’ or ‘activations’. 15



Designed for an audience of 15 VIP guests, this event brings the sensory 
experience of a luxury wine tasting straight to the guest’s home.  
The event is hosted by a brand representative and a winemaker  
and each attendee receives a tasting kit via direct mail prior to attending. 

Attendees taste each wine, then move into breakout rooms to compare 
and discuss their notes. Although a winery is used as the example partner 
here, breweries and distilleries can provide similar experiences depending 
on your audience. The goals of this experience are to increase brand 
loyalty, calculated via NPS brand conversion, and intent to purchase,  
by tracking down funnel sales.

Exclusive wine tasting
Personalized experience
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Live music with backstage passes
In terms of brand activation, concerts are one of the most impactful 
ways to get a logo and product in front of new eyes. This experience 
is designed to bridge the gap between traditional concert-going 
experience and the at-home concerts we now enjoy. Built on the  
concept of hosting a larger-scale event and providing a select amount  
of backstage or VIP passes, this playbook brings the personal, meet- 
and-greet experience home. Key metrics to measure for this type  
of event would be percentage of attendees new to the brand,  
as well as intent to purchase.

Live music with VIP backstage passes
Personalized experience

PRO TIP
Zoom users can simultaneously 
stream to Facebook or YouTube.
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Celebrity baking class
This event is a hybrid mix of a small in-person event with a larger  
online participation. The goal of the online/offline approach will be  
to reach new audiences while the in-person class will build community. 
Built on the direct mail principles of other plays, multiple marketing 
teams can align to provide meaningful experiences with different  
goals in mind. Core metrics for a hybrid event consist of the percentage 
of participants new to the brand, brand conversion rate, and NPS  
of current versus new customers.

Celebrity baking class
Personalized experience
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07 Virtual Events at Scale 
Now that we’ve discussed the many considerations to take into account  
when hosting an online event, it’s time to get to work. If you’re preparing  
to host your first event, aligning logistics — especially across a dispersed 
team — can feel a little overwhelming. But there’s no need to worry,  
as long as you focus on six key objectives with your first event:

1.  Start small. It’s essential to set yourself up for success with  
virtual events. By starting with smaller events and gradually 
scaling up, you can familiarize yourself with hosting and  
ensure flawless execution as your events get bigger.

2.  Set goals. Establish what ‘great’ looks like. Is it a lift in brand 
conversion? A lift in direct sales? Is it brand reach? It may take  
time to move the needle on your goals and KPIs but having  
a vision on how experiences can impact your business is key.

3.  Focus on the data. Without understanding the data,  
you have no way to assess the effectiveness of your  
virtual events. Make sure you are capturing key data  
points, such as NPS, to prove ROI.

4.  Match technology to tactics. Certain platforms are better  
suited to events of different sizes. Make sure you are aligning  
the hosting platform you choose with the desired outcome  
of your event. A smaller, private-feeling event shouldn’t  
be hosted on Facebook Live, for example.

5.  Experiment. There are no hard and fast rules for hosting  
online experiences. Leverage data, listen to your audiences,  
and iterate to find new and exciting events to host.

6.  Iterate to perfection. Constantly iterate on  
your experiences using feedback and insights.
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There are many unknowns as we look toward the future  
of experiential marketing. Regardless, there are several  
key points to keep in mind, including:

Virtual events have made their presence  
felt and will be around for quite some time.

Attendees now require events that blend  
sensory experience with visual engagement.

Experimentation will be key to crafting  
and maintaining a powerful event strategy. 

Effective events will require different  
blends of tactics and technology for success.

Based on the findings of our research, building an effective online event 
marketing plan must account for several key components, such as where 
your attendees will be in the marketing funnel, how this correlates  
to the hosting platform you choose, and measuring brand conversion  
for your events. 

As we’ve seen, building an online event strategy isn’t just a process  
of copying and pasting your strategy for in-person experiences.  
Instead, virtual events require focus on the concept of community  
and coordinating the logistics and tools that deliver a memorable event.

If you have the ability to, run 
free experiences. Experiences 
are an opportunity to build 
loyalty with your customers. 
For Michaels, offering free 
experiences during a time  
when people needed a pick- 
me up (COVID-19) helped  
drive demand.
 
JEN HARNESS 
–  Director Content and Experience 

Michaels 

My advice for your first online 
event is don't sweat all the 
small stuff. It doesn't have 
to be a professional video 
production. The lighting 
doesn’t have to be perfect.  
The data showed us that  
this is not what people  
want or expect. People  
want authenticity. 

DEBBIE CROSS 
–  Manager, Education Programs 

Michaels 

I nsights and data helped
us build trust with our 
leadership. This allowed  
us to move quickly to begin 
welcoming guests with online 
experiences during COVID. 
Now we’ve established a really 
cool program that we foresee 
ourselves running in tandem 
with on-site events for the 
foreseeable future.

AMY EBLING  
–  Tour Supervisor 

Sierra Nevada Brewing Company

Advice for Getting Started
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One thing is clear from the 
conversations we’ve had with 
customers: Insights and ROI  
are critical components for  
an online experiential strategy. 
The fast pace of innovation can 
sometimes rely on gut instinct 
and guesswork. While this makes 
sense to test a hypothesis or new 
concept, it’s not sustainable.  

JONATHAN YAFFE 
— CEO, AnyRoad

“
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AnyRoad is the leading Experience Relationship 

Management (ERM) platform enabling global brands 

to properly measure, scale, and implement their offline 

and online experiential marketing campaigns. AnyRoad 

empowers companies to create brand loyalty, change 

consumer behavior, and better understand their brand 

associations by providing them with data intelligence 

sourced from experience-based marketing.

Companies like Budweiser, Honda, Michaels, and 

Tabasco all count on AnyRoad to measure the impact 

of their experiential marketing. AnyRoad’s software 

integrates into CRM, loyalty, ERP, and POS systems 

to complete the loop, building the model of exactly 

how these experiences build loyalty, increase brand 

perception, and increase revenue.

ABOUT ANYROAD
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ABOUT THIS 
EBOOK

About Research 
To review our event marketing research,  

visit AnyRoad.link/online-ideas.

Methodology 

Primary research  
Social listening, Google Search, 

Trade publications (e.g. Adweek)

Proprietary research 
Aggregated insights across all AnyRoad  
customers running online experiences 

Research conducted from February–July 2020

Assumptions & Biases 
–  AnyRoad has a large customer footprint  

in Food & Beverage & Retail

– B2B examples were omitted for later analysis

– Emphasis placed on post-COVID experiences
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anyroad.com
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