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As is widely known, the COVID-19 pandemic has affected tourism and related activities globally. Due to the restrictive

measures implemented for gatherings and movements in order to limit the spread of the virus, conferences and

conference tourism received a strong shock since the majority of them were canceled or postponed. 
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1. Introduction

The outbreak of COVID-19 caused a sense of fear among the global population, disrupting daily life and impacting the

global economy. Direct impacts were also observed in the healthcare sector, which were identified as unprecedented and,

above all, unforeseen. As expected, the pandemic crisis affected all sectors of the economy, naturally including tourism .

However, it also became a catalyst for the introduction of innovative technologies in everyday life in order to meet new

needs .

Conference tourism falls under business tourism, which is an alternative form of tourism that has seen considerable

growth in recent years . Besides its dynamic and growth prospects, it also contributes to the national economy and the

mitigation of tourism seasonality . The impacts of this pandemic became clear early on due to the ban on assembly.

However, the conference planning industry responded relatively promptly and attempted to make use of new technologies

in order to adapt to the situation . Therefore, the new circumstances resulting from COVID-19 restrictions led to the

digital transformation of global conference tourism, while many researchers began wondering if this situation was

transitional or permanent .

2. COVID-19 and Tourism

As per Blake and Sinclair’s research , crises are nothing new in tourism. However, the impact of this pandemic, mainly

in financial terms, has so far been the most devastating compared to other similar crises in modernity, as traveling has

been substantially reduced . In the beginning, everyone’s attention turned to protection and resilience, while later on

questions were raised as to the ways the tourism industry can respond and rebound . Solving this issue is a significant

challenge for stakeholders and the scientific community, whereas technology is a factor of particular relevance in this

process .

According to UNWTO , in 2020, when COVID-19 began spreading, international arrivals saw a decline of 65% in the

first quarter of 2020 due to extended lockdowns and travel restrictions, which translated to USD 460 billion and a 50%

decrease in tourism expenditure throughout the year. Figure 1 indicates the percentage change in international arrivals

due to COVID-19 and other external factors from 2000 to 2010. These factors are the terrorist attack of 9/11 (2001), the

SARS pandemic outbreak (2003), the impact of the global recession (2009) and the COVID-19 pandemic outbreak

(2020). Clearly, the COVID-19 outbreak was what led to the most significant decrease in international arrivals for this

period. Based on the point of view of Figini and Patuelli , in 2020, international tourist destinations (e.g., France, Spain

and Italy) suffered more significant GDP losses, unlike countries less dependent on tourism (e.g., Sweden, Germany).
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Figure 1. Impact of COVID-19 and other external phenomena on international tourist arrivals. Source: UNWTO .

3. COVID-19 and Conferences

Through a literature review of COVID-19 and tourism publications, it seems that the existing literature is divided into two

categories. The first includes research focusing on the negative impact of the pandemic on local economies, the image of

certain destinations and the mental health of tourists. The second category focuses on the pandemic as an opportunity to

reconsider and improve the way the tourism industry works . The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on conference and

business tourism in general has only been studied by a few researchers to date. One of the measures enforced by

governments around the world to restrict the virus spread was the closing of borders to non-residents and non-citizens 

. Indeed, 2020 was the year that saw the way conferences are carried out change and signaled their adaptation

process in the face of the pandemic, which proved to have a significant impact on the sector on a global scale, resulting in

a considerable shift in the previously held perceptions of it. Since March 2020, companies had to restrict employee

commutes due to the outbreak of the pandemic . Bans on international travel and the uncertainty revolving around

documentation policies were the principal obstacles facing professional travelers globally .

The COVID-19 pandemic has, regrettably, brought the MICE sector to a complete halt and caused the biggest interruption

to the world economy since World War II . However, new ways of carrying out conferences emerged, along with the

alternatives implemented by the organizers. Specifically, hybrid and virtual meetings were introduced in order to reduce

postponement and cancelation rates. Hybrid and virtual meetings helped organizing bodies as well as unions retain their

members’ devotion and even expand in new markets . A total of 8409 meetings were carried out or organized for 2020.

Compared to the previous year, this number is lagging behind, as in 2019, conferences reached 13.252 . Therefore,

conference organizers had to adjust to the new reality in order to meet the challenges since live conferences were banned

.

The improvement of existing digital platforms and the development of new systems for sharing scientific knowledge have

enabled the scientific community to “meet” again via novel virtual environments (e.g., Teams, Zoom, Skype, Cisco WebEx,

Google Hangouts, etc.), providing an opportunity to reform methods of organizing academic conferences in all disciplines.

On the one hand, virtual events have a much lower environmental and economic impact than regular meetings.

Organizers, on the other hand, could expand the number of opportunities for researchers, particularly those in the early

phases of their careers, to present their work and to attend high-quality seminars. Online conferences are boosting the

diversity of speakers and allowing researchers to participate at much higher levels . Finally, attending virtual

conferences spares participants from exhausting long-distance travel and saves a significant amount of money on

commuting expenses while lowering the likelihood of contracting the infectious virus .

According to Figure 2, since March, when COVID-19 started to spread, a very small percentage of conferences remained

unaffected and were carried out normally. In the first few months that the virus spread, most conferences were canceled

(44%). This trend picked up speed around the middle of the year and gradually reduced in the second quarter when new

ways of carrying them out emerged. The second largest percentage is that of virtual meetings (30%), which started at a

relatively small percentage and grew until they surpassed the percentage of postponed conferences in the last couple of

months of the same year.
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Figure 2. COVID-19 impact on conferences per month rate. Source: UNWTO .

The canceled conferences hold the third place (14%), and while they represented the largest segment during the outbreak

of the pandemic, at the end of the year, they ranked next to last, which reveals the extent to which conferences adjusted

to the new reality. Hybrid conferences, which the participants can attend online or in person, became more popular by

August since they represented an innovative endeavor that gained momentum in 2021. Finally, the conferences that were

rescheduled were the less favorable choice throughout the year, reaching just 1%.

In 2019, 13,252 conferences were held, and the estimated expenditure reached $10,817 million. In 2020, 8409

conferences were planned, of which 3484 were held (763 unconferences, 2505 digital, 143 hybrid and 73 transferred) .

As expected, the COVID-19 pandemic brought about changes compared to the previous year, which also affected the

economy. Table 1 illustrates how the economic contribution of conferences can be justified for 2020.

Table 1. Potential financial contribution of conferences for 2020.

Total Estimated Expenditure
2019 13,252 Conferences

Loss due to COVID-19 4843 fewer conferences compared to the previous year

Loss due to canceled
conferences 1211 out of the 8409 planned conferences were canceled

Loss due to canceled
conferences 3714 out of 8409 planned conferences postponed until 2021 or later

Damage through
digital/hybrid conferences

Digital and hybrid conferences have a smaller financial contribution compared to face-to-face
conferences. In addition, the registration and participation fee is usually lower

Estimated total expenditure
2020

Unaffected and transferred conferences: 836
Number of participants in the unaffected and transferred conferences: 418

Average registration cost for unaffected and transferred
conferences: $571

Estimated total cost of unaffected and transferred
conferences: $907 M

Digital/hybrid conferences: 2.648
Average registration cost for digital/hybrid conferences: $211

Estimated total cost of digital/hybrid conferences: $758

Source: ICCA , the authors’ elaboration.

Taking 2019 as a baseline, the table illustrates the decrease in estimated total conference expenditures due to the

emergence and spread of the COVID-19 pandemic. This decrease was mainly due to the lower number of scheduled

conferences, a reduction in spending due to canceled and postponed conferences and the increase in digital and hybrid

conferences leading to lower costs for attendees (lower registration fee and not requiring transportation and

accommodation). Although the transition to virtual conferences was difficult due to the pandemic, attendees report

significant differences between virtual and physical meetings. Some participants claim that they do not experience the

same sense of community at virtual conferences; thus, they long for in-person meetings. Virtual conferences, on the other

hand, limit the chances for attendees to share personal experiences with one another, which is one of the main

advantages of on-site conferences .
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4. Conference Tourism

According to UNWTO , people traveling for business purposes are considered tourists. Business tourism combines

leisure with work and includes four subcategories. Conference tourism is one of the subcategories along with exhibition

tourism, incentive travel and individual business travel . This has to do with a type of travel that can be defined as

people who go to business meetings and events at a common destination . The profile of this category of tourists

usually concerns economically strong people with a high level of education . Conferences are meetings that do not

require periodicity for their convergence. Although there is no time limit, most of them last 3 days in order to exchange

opinions, engage in knowledge transfer and publicize specific issues. The main activities of the participants concern

attending parallel educational lectures or events and participating in meetings and discussions .

Conference tourism concerns a large percentage of the market while contributing to tourism development and increasing

tourist flows. There has been an important increase in the number of meetings, particularly international ones, which were

formerly uncommon. Beyond the income from the primary activity, it also produces several benefits in additional fields. In

addition, it can prolong the tourism season because of its year-round, season-neutral nature, which allows for year-round

planning. Encouraging the growth of the city’s or region’s infrastructure is another significant consequence. At the same

time, MICE tourism-hosting countries and regions receive far quicker and more efficient promotion. Due to these

economic activities, international conference tourism is becoming one of the most popular kinds of travel in several

countries .

Cities and regions can grow their conference tourism industry if the supporting attractions and environmental factors

permit. Congress centers and halls, large hotels and other lodging alternatives, infrastructure, conditions, and

transportation options, as well as climate and geographic position, are all crucial for the growth of conference tourism .

Organizations and associations are actively working to promote conference tourism on a global scale. Their contribution to

the industry’s growth is especially significant regarding the operational and management part of the conferences and the

transmission of know-how. The International Association of Professional Congress Organizers (IAPCO) and the

International Congress and Convention Association (ICCA) meet on an international basis, while the European Federation

of the Associations of Professional Congress Organizers (EFAPCO) meets on a European level. The contribution of the

World Tourism Organization (UNWTO) is also noteworthy as it has contributed to its development and evolution.

According to Figure 3, Europe has a higher market share of conferences and participants than the rest of the globe.

Numerous European capitals and centers have been granted the chance to organize conferences because of their

advantageous geographic location. It was the host of 53% of all meetings that were scheduled in 2019. North America and

Asia followed, with the latter registering a notable increase .

Figure 3. Estimated total number of participants (1963–2019). Source: ICCA .
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