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Executive summary

Hybrid events sound like an easy way to provide a solution for people in 
a location as well as remote. However, they are challenging to design and 
facilitate so that all people involved get a great experience, including the 
in-person audience, virtual audience and the team running the event.  
Some of the challenges include:

• How do you define a successful hybrid event for the organisation on this occasion? How is it different from face-to-
face and how does it develop if it’s an established conference already, as with this journey?

•  How can the organisers (chair, host, facilitators, support staff) see and hear the audiences (in-person in one or more 
locations and virtual)?

•  How can the audiences see and hear each other?

•  How can everyone be involved in a meaningful way that doesn’t exclude one audience from the experience?

•  How does one audience, which is usually people who are remote, not get an experience that is an afterthought?

•  Who on the team knows how to use the platforms and hardware to ensure the best experience for all involved?

• Who on the team can facilitate digitally as well as in-person and who can support them with that?

• What time, technology, software, expertise, skills, experience and other investment is needed for this team to 
create a successful event?

These are all key questions Laura Overton and Jo Cook asked themselves when they designed and hosted 
a hybrid conference in 2021, and came back to as a blueprint for a repeat of their success in 2022. 

Keys to success
•  Have a vision that unifies people wherever they are and whether 

they are an audience member or an event speaker

•  Be driven by human connection and communication exchange, not 
the opportunities or limits of technology

•  Have an equitable experience that makes the most of the physical 
location for those in-person and the virtual location for those 
attending live online

•  Whilst physical and virtual experiences of the event highlight 
the best of what those locations offer, they also come together 
through technology as one audience

•  Time to plan with speakers, audio visual specialists, in-person and 
live online event staff

•  Documentation with enough detail for every person to perform 
their specific role, be it in-person, or virtual, facilitation or technical

•  Communication during the event to ensure smooth running, error 
correction and flexing to changes in the moment

•  Reviewing lessons learned to improve, iterate and scale

This journey details the challenges, exploration, vision, 
principles and solution to create a digital-first hybrid event 
that brings people together. 
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The context

Saying no to a hybrid event
Laura had been chairing the in-person conference for a decade, developing 
the narrative from ‘speakers’ to ‘contributors’ and focusing on the exchange of 
ideas between professionals, rather than mere delivery of information. 

Jo had been specialising in live online learning for nearly a decade, supporting 
teams to use learning theory to design engaging sessions and to facilitate 
human connection in a remote environment. 

They had been approached to design and co-facilitate a hybrid conference in 
2020. Both said no. Laura and Jo knew that there were significant challenges 
around having audiences in separate locations, both with the technology and 
in the communication amongst the whole group. 

But what if…? An ideal vision of what a hybrid event might look like got daydreamed, Covid and the global pandemic 
came and necessitated a live online conference that was met with success and good learning points. In 2021, it was 
time to apply those lessons and turn that hybrid vision into a reality. 

This is their story.

Conference background
The Speexx Exchange is an annual conference run in Berlin as part 
of Online Educa. Laura had been chairing it since 2011 and the 
conference had built a reputation for those looking for a reality 
check, great networking, new insights and most importantly an 
exchange of ideas.

Responding to the global pandemic Laura and Jo were 
asked to plan for a hybrid conference. Before they had 
a chance to generate a good ‘no’ argument, the global 
pandemic took over and the Speexx Exchange, as well as 
the whole Online Educa conference, were run live online. 

Jo and Laura planned ways to capture the energy and networking 
of a full day’s exchange in a Zoom fatigued world and run a live 
online conference that didn’t feel like a poor stand-in for the 
physical experience. 

As travel and events opened up in 2021, but still with restrictions 
and reticence around the world, the challenge set by Speexx 
founder Armin Hopp was to embrace hybrid – this time they 
couldn’t get away from it. 

The challenge was to bring the best of digital and face-to-face 
together to embrace the ethos of the Exchange, whilst not 
knowing if travel restrictions would change and therefore the 
whole event would need to pivot to live online once more.

The challenges of hybrid 
events
Hybrid events have many technical 
challenges:

•  Who can see who? 

•  How do questions get asked and 
answered? 

•  How do the different audiences 
interact?

As well as human challenges:

•  How do people feel like they’ve 
attended a worthwhile event? 

•  How does one location, usually live 
online, not feel short-changed?

•  How do the people running the 
event focus on two or more distinct 
audiences?

There were many reasons a hybrid 
event could fail, including the lack of 
skills, design, experience, technology 
and investment. The vision and 
solutions to these problems became 
guiding principles.
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The vision and principles

The vision
To make this hybrid approach a success, and to have a 
conference that could easily move to live online if the 
global circumstances changed, a strong vision and set of 
guiding principles were core to developing the approach 
and be a reference point for every detail planned. 

Guiding vision: Connection with people and purpose, 
regardless of location.

Guiding principles
• We value the participants’ and 

contributors’ knowledge and 
experiences equally

• We value the input of the 
participants and contributors, 
wherever they attend from

• We value the opportunity 
to surface insights when the 
participants’ and contributors’ 
knowledge and experience 
collide 

• We value connecting and 
communicating with each other 
to exchange ideas

• We believe that deconstructing 
the face-to-face and live 
online experience removes 
our commitment to either and 
allows us to bring the best of 
both together

• We believe that the hybrid 
experience is equitable for both 
physical and live online audience 
and connects them across 
boundaries, whilst making the 
most of each location

• Clear descriptions of the core 
roles of the team will help to 
divide the work appropriately

• We will create a digital-first 
hybrid event, using technology 
to enable, but not force the 
experience
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The vision and principles

Creating an equitable experience
Part of developing the vision and guiding principles 
helped Laura and Jo develop their thinking about 
how to focus on two separate audiences and bring 
them together somehow as one. 

A traditional in-person conference typically 
has a speaker talking to an audience, 
perhaps at tables, maybe in rows. 

For the Speexx Exchange this is traditionally tables 
for group discussion, and speakers are called 
contributors to further highlight that it’s a learning 
discussion between professionals. 

With the desire to bring together two separate 
audiences and being at the brainstorming stage 
with the technology, it was tempting to aim for an 
approach that connected all of the audience to 
each other and gave a more equal experience to all 
involved. 

Various options were considered, including 
laptops/devices on every table for in-person 
delegates to communicate with live online 
individuals and so that discussions could 
bring together a mix of the two audiences. 

There were also ideas about separate rooms for 
people to go to for breakout chats, networking 
meetings and so on. 

Whilst brainstorming should always be unlimited 
and let it spark ideas, it soon became obvious that 
this concept was being technology-led and not 
experience-led. 

With the traditional conference approach, and 
the specific Speexx Exchange table groups not 
available when including a live online audience, a 
third approach needed to be found. 

This third approach needed to make the 
most of the audience location, whilst 
still joining them together in one human 
experience. 

This is where we deconstructed our 
experience.
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The vision and principles

What worked - and what didn’t - for live online and face-to-face.

• Each session has a clear goal about what we 
wanted to achieve together

•  Each contributor provided a clear, action-
oriented input to the discussion

•  Fast paced and carefully choreographed

•  Regular use of the chat panel for the exchange 
of ideas during a presentation

•  Different inputs from the front – panels, fireside 
chat, presentation etc

•  Tools used –breakout rooms and external 
application (Mentimeter)

•  Roles in play: host, facilitator/producer, 
contributors, Speexx organisational staff, 
participants

What worked in our best live online 
experience?

•  Each session has a clear goal about what we 
wanted to achieve together

•  Each contributor provided a clear, action-
oriented input to the discussion

•  Regular table discussions and exchange of ideas 
between and during presentations

•  Different inputs from the front – panels, 
discussion, presentation etc

•  Workshop format to tackle problems together

•  Networking

•  Tools used – survey tools, post-it notes

•  Roles in play: chairperson, contributors, 
participants, AV team, Speexx organisational 
staff

What worked in our best face-to-face 
experience?

• Lack of input options for introverts

•  No back-up option for contributors and 
participants who couldn’t travel

•  Only available to a small number of people 
travelling to Berlin

What didn’t work?

•  Networking and one-to-one conversation not 
the same experience as in-person

•  A lot of participants declined to discuss during 
the breakout rooms

What didn’t work?



9A journey into rethinking hybrid conferences

The solution

Mix and match the contributors and audience 
between in-person and live online
It was important to lead this as a digital-first event, and therefore 
not all contributors should be in-person. Some contributors 
needed to be just like the people attending live online, getting 
involved earlier in the day in the chat panel and breakout rooms 
like they would have in-person. 

It was also important for the physical audience to see a remote 
speaker working in the same way as someone standing in front 
of them.

From the guiding principles above there were important decisions and steps 
that made the final solution work as a hybrid conference.

Built in redundancy for speakers who couldn’t make it to Berlin
The context of this hybrid conference was that there might be the need to run it virtually, so therefore having the digital 
planning done meant that from a contributors and engagement perspective it was an easy switch to make if needs be.

Appropriate technology to allow all to see, hear and do
Zoom was the platform used for the live online audience, with video cameras at the event. Open Broadcaster 
Software was used for streaming both to screens at the physical event and live online: there was a big screen for the 
presentations and a smaller screen for live online participant webcams and contributors. The AV team at the event ran 
the cameras and sound and live edited to the screens and virtual streaming.

Breakout rooms were used for group discussions live online that replicate the table discussions in-person and an 
external application, Mentimeter, captured insights, reflections and answers in one place from both audiences and was 
shown on screens and Zoom.

Structure of the sessions
Each session during the one day conference was 1 hour and 15 minutes, with breaks and lunch in between. These 
usually consisted of a few different speakers on different but thematically related topics, with audience engagement 
planned before, during and/or afterwards. 

Roles in play
Having the right team to do specific jobs ensured that the hybrid 
event would go to plan. This included: in-person host/facilitator, 
live online host/facilitator, in-person contributors, live online 
contributors, Speexx organisational staff in-person, AV team in-
person and live online chat moderators. 

All needed a way to communicate, so a main WhatsApp group 
was created, along with other groups for different parts of the day 
and people involved.
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The lessons learned 

The essentials
•  The vision for the day: 

the journey everyone was 
going on and being clear 
about the roles people were 
performing 

•  The technology: it doesn’t 
need to be perfect, but it 
does need to ensure that 
all audiences can see and 
hear from each other and 
that there is communication 
between them

•  The run sheet: This was 
a high-level document 
detailing the times, who was 
speaking from where and 
what was to be live streamed 
to which audience. This 
enabled the entire team to 
know what was happening 
and for the AV team to edit 
the live stream

Lessons learned with contributors
•  Pre-briefing with contributors: Laura and Jo being 

clear about the goals of the hybrid event and of 
the specific session – contributors welcomed the 
opportunity to engage and explore

•  Clear guidelines: Defining the challenge being tackled 
in that session and how their input supports the 
thinking of the participants

•  Not everything needs an engagement: With shorter 
inputs (some contributors had a 15-minute section), 
not all of them need a specific engagement when 
there were planned discussion points to bring 
everything together

Designing engagement that worked 
across boundaries
•  Keep it simple: Using Mentimeter for all of the entire 

audience engagements, such as warm-up questions, 
quizzing, reflections and summaries from group 
discussions

•  Engagement doesn’t need to be the same for all 
audiences: In-person spoke to the people with them, 
live online used the chat panel. There were also times 
where the live online facilitator spoke to the virtual 
audience without it being broadcast to the in-person 
audience and vice versa
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Role of the chair and online facilitators
• Role of the in-person chair: To chair the in-person 

conference as per usual, whilst working with the live 
online host

•  Role of live online host: To host the virtual audience, 
supporting their technology needs, facilitating 
discussion and asking questions or summarising into 
the live stream for all audiences

• Have two people for the two audiences: This was 
essential so that they could facilitate each location in 
an appropriate way whilst also being the conduit to 
bring the audiences together

Working with the technology
•  Keep it simple: Use the most simple approach that 

works with all the above requirements

•  Inform others: The run sheet is the guide for 
everyone involved to keep to plan 

•  Top team: Ensure there is a team specifically for the 
audio visual elements of the event

• Communicate: Have an instant communication 
method with all involved – this event used WhatsApp 
groups

Critical ingredients
•  Banter and humour: Interaction between the 

in-person and live online personnel removes the 
barriers and relaxes everyone

•  The run sheet: A guide that creates permission to flex 
and react

•  Eye-contact: In-person chair to regularly look directly 
at the camera for the virtual audience

•  Be inclusive: Involve the live online host to provide 
the voice of the virtual audience

• Swap introductions: Live online host to introduce 
face-to-face speakers and vice versa, further 
embedding the layers of connection

Room for improvement included
•  Test the technology: AV production setup and testing 

to be earlier the day before and ensure staff on-site 
early for the day of the conference

•  Increase engagement: Getting the live online 
audience more involved in the chat panel discussion 
– opportunity for improved marketing around the 
engagement of the event versus just watching a live 
stream, which was the theme of a lot of other hybrid 
events at the time

•  Privacy: To keep the hyperlink to the event for 
registrants only to avoid any Zoom bombing

The lessons learned 
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“The Speexx Exchange in Berlin has always been about bringing out the best in people, 
about surfacing the collective wisdom that comes from making space for speakers and 
participants to share and learn together. 

Originally this experience was constrained to one room. The way that Laura and Jo have 
reimagined the hybrid event means that our Speexx Exchange vision now scales across 
borders and time zones to bring out the best in us all.”

Armin Hopp, Founder of Speexx

The feedback 

See the highlights of the 2021 hybrid conference video in your browser:

These are just two of the positive 
comments from the live online 
audience chat panel:

You can also watch all the presentations from the hybrid conference, which includes input and views of both 
audiences to get a sense of the experience.

https://www.speexx.com/exchange-conference/?wvideo=arzvcxu24w
https://www.speexx.com/exchange-conference/?wvideo=arzvcxu24w
https://www.speexx.com/exchange-conference-2021/2021-presentations/recordings/
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Recommendations for your 
own hybrid event

You need to decide on your own vision and principles that match your 
locations, audiences and event, and you are welcome to use ours as a starting 
point. Our principles applied to different contexts.

Small budget
•  Use laptops/mobile devices to ensure audiences and contributors can see each other 

as much as possible

• Use a virtual platform where you can control the audio and video of your audiences 
as much as possible, and ensure it includes a chat panel

•  Have a light or monthly subscription account to make the most of tools such as 
Mentimeter or others for the duration you need it

•  Ensure your facilitators, both live online and in-person, are experienced in virtual and 
digital-first design and delivery

• Bring together more people in the team on the day if you can

Limited or no budget
•  Use the devices you have to ensure an overview of the audience and especially the 

speakers can be seen by as many people as possible

•  Use a free sign-up to something like Mentimeter to bring your audience together

•  Ensure your facilitator is experienced in virtual and digital-first design and delivery

•  Bring together as many people as you can – this could be a good stretch or voluntary 
assignment for some people

Big budget
•  Have a team looking after video, audio and live streaming connected with your 

virtual platform

•  Have multiple devices around the room, including screens, for audiences to see and 
hear each other

•  Have a subscription account to make the most of external tools such as Mentimeter 
or others

•  Have multiple people in the team to focus on specific jobs

•  Ensure your facilitators, both live online and in-person, are experienced in virtual and 
digital-first design and delivery
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About Laura, Jo and Speexx

Laura Overton
Laura Overton is an author, facilitator and award-winning learning analyst 
dedicated to uncovering and sharing effective practices in learning 
innovation that lead to business value. She is known for leading the 15-
year global Towards Maturity research programme to uncover and share 
learning strategies that lead to business success. Laura is an Academic 
Fellow of the CIPD and a fellow of the Royal Society of Arts. She established 
#Learningchangemakers and is a co-founder of Emerging Stronger - global 
initiatives to support the changing world of workplace learning.

Find out more about Laura through her website and connect with her 
LinkedIn or follow @LauraOverton on Twitter.

Jo Cook
Jo is a speaker, instructional designer and classroom facilitator specialising 
in virtual classrooms, webinars and live online learning technology. 
Jo’s passion is in helping and supporting teams, professionals and 
organisations to embrace the benefits of the virtual classroom. Jo’s clients 
span further and higher education; the charity sector; small businesses; 
and large organisations including CNN and Bupa International. Through 
her company, Lightbulb Moment, Jo has specialised in training learning 
professionals in virtual classroom design and delivery since 2013.

Find out more about Jo and her work through her website, connect with 
her on LinkedIn and follow @LightbulbJo on Twitter.

The story of Speexx and the Exchange conference
Speexx is an international company that uses ground-breaking AI technology to provide 
language skills testing, training and continuous performance support to large organisations 
everywhere, with over 8 million users in 1,500 organisations. 

Speexx has garnered over 200 awards, including Gold for Best Online Distance Programme 
from Learning Technologies and the Training Top 125 China Award.

The Speexx Exchange is a conference that has run for 11 years where top industry experts and thought leaders come to 
discuss the digital transformation in HR and L&D. It’s a hands-on reality check on the new normal of ed-tech and talent 
management practices that has run for over a decade as part of the Online Educa conference in Berlin.
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