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ARTICLE

“It feels real”: Events management and online
experiential learning in COVID-19

Katherine Goldie , Rachael Ironside , and Elliot Pirie

School of Creative & Cultural Business, Robert Gordon University, Aberdeen, Scotland

ABSTRACT
This paper examines the experience of students transitioning
between online and in-person live event projects during the
COVID-19 pandemic. Drawing upon longitudinal qualitative data
collected over a 3-year period, we explored how students per-
ceived the challenges, their own development, and the peda-
gogical changes. Events management pedagogy relies on
experiential learning and the hosting of student-led in-person
events. The absence of in-person events and teaching had a sig-
nificant negative impact on students, not caused by the adjust-
ment to learning environment or assessment but by the act of
change itself. Students ultimately recognized the value of experi-
ential learning online and the benefits of developing digital skills,
communication, resilience, adaptability, and confidence, leading
to the embedding of online communications and virtual elements
within 2022’s live event projects. This paper considers the lessons
learned from transitioning between in-person and digital event
projects and evaluates the future of online tools for experiential
learning in higher education.
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Introduction

The importance of experiential learning in the delivery of events management educa-

tion is well established in academic scholarship (Christian et al., 2021). The practical

application of events management skills and engagement with industry are considered

critical alongside theoretical and critical thinking (Getz, 2002). Live projects that

encourage experience-based learning are particularly prevalent in events management

courses offering students the opportunity to develop personal and professional skills

and overcome the perceived knowledge-practice gap of vocationally orientated degree

courses (Lamb, 2015). During the COVID-19 pandemic, the diminished capacity for

face-to-face delivery and the change to online and hybrid forms of teaching had a sig-

nificant impact on the delivery of higher education (Hu, 2021), made worse for events

management programs where the hosting of in-person events and experiential

CONTACT Rachael Ironside r.j.ironside@rgu.ac.uk
� 2023 The Author(s). Published by Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group.
This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (http://creativecommons.org/
licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is
properly cited. The terms on which this article has been published allow the posting of the Accepted Manuscript in a repository by
the author(s) or with their consent.

DISTANCE EDUCATION
2023, VOL. 44, NO. 2, 230–245
https://doi.org/10.1080/01587919.2023.2198490

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/01587919.2023.2198490&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2023-06-01
http://orcid.org/0009-0001-5213-8568
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-2513-0998
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-5849-0119
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.1080/01587919.2023.2198490
http://www.tandfonline.com


learning projects is critical (Park & Jones, 2021). Furthermore, the events industry faced
significant challenges between 2020 and 2022 with many events canceled, postponed,
or shifting to a virtual capacity. The reduced number of events also had wider impacts
for the supply chain, hospitality, and tourism industries; third-sector fundraising efforts;
and employment, which fell by approximately 35% (Business Visits and Events
Partnership, 2021). Events education draws heavily on industry partnerships and proj-
ects to provide experiential learning opportunities, including placements, industry
experience, mentorship, and the design and management of live events. Furthermore,
the ability to host student-led events is reliant on strong relationships with the wider
hospitality, tourism, and cultural industries which were facing similar challenges.
Despite these challenges, changes to the industry also presented new opportunities
for event professionals and events education. Many organizations pivoted to virtual
events leading to the development of new technology and changing consumer atti-
tudes toward digital alternatives, an industry expected to grow annually by 23.2%
from 2020 to 2027 (MacRae, 2021). For events management courses, this signaled a
shift in mindset from prioritizing in-person events toward understanding that peda-
gogy needed to reflect a changing, virtual events industry.

This paper examines the experience of students transitioning between online and
in-person student-led live event projects as part of two undergraduate modules, Live
Festival Management and Live Client Event Project at Robert Gordon University (RGU),
across the academic years 2019–2020, 2020–2021, and 2021–2022. By incorporating
online teaching, virtual assessment, and online collaborative learning practices, both
modules adapted to offer experiential learning opportunities, with virtual events
replacing in-person events in 2020 and 2021, before a return to in-person events in
2022. Drawing upon longitudinal qualitative data collected from six student focus
groups hosted over a 3-year period from 2020 to 2022, we explore how students per-
ceived the challenges, pedagogical changes, and their own personal and professional
development within these modules. Our findings reflect on the challenges and bene-
fits of collaborative online learning (Altınay, 2017; Capdeferro & Romero, 2012;
Connon & Pirie, 2022; Teo et al., 2021) and how the students’ experience of tangibility
impacted their motivation, participation, and value perception. By evaluating the stu-
dent experience across 3 years, we consider the lessons learned from transitioning
between in-person and digital event projects and consider the future of online tools
for experiential learning in higher education. This paper will firstly address the concep-
tual framework that informs the study and outline the methodology; this is followed
by a results and discussion section divided into three thematic areas and conclusions.

Literature review

Events management education pre-COVID

The field of events management education has grown rapidly in recent years (Kashef,
2015). According to the UCAS website (2023), there are currently 421 United Kingdom
university-level courses offering a degree specializing in, or with components of,
events management. As Ryan (2016) identified, the study of events is multifaceted
with courses offering teaching in a range of areas including event operations,
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marketing, sponsorship and fundraising, entrepreneurship, and sustainability. To cap-
ture the complexity of events management education, models such as the Events
Management Body of Knowledge have been used to conceptualize pedagogical
requirements and “set the stage for development of practice standards that will lead
to the legitimacy of event management as a true profession” (Rutherford Silvers et al.,
2006, p. 195). Accordingly, many events courses have been developed using this
framework to offer a range of theoretical and practical modules. However, the Events
Management Body of Knowledge has been criticized for its vocational and holistic
approach (Barron & Leask, 2012). Hands-on learning and industry-based projects are
seen as critical to events management education (Ryan, 2016). However, Getz (2002)
raised concerns about focusing too heavily on the practical aspects of events courses,
arguing for the value of a balance with conceptual, higher-level thinking which can
“in turn, lead to a more extensive knowledge base and greater accreditation of aca-
demic programs, and therefore a higher professional status for practitioners” (p. 22).

Despite some criticism, events management courses draw heavily upon forms of
experiential learning (McDonald & McDonald, 2000) and engagement with industry
practitioners, which helps student to engage with the collective impact of their work
(Kania et al., 2014). This includes periods of work in industry, placements, and live
event projects (Berridge, 2007). The value of experiential learning for events manage-
ment education is critical for students and industry. Learning in real-life industry set-
tings helps narrow the gap between education and industry need (Eade, 2010) and
helps students connect with industry for learning and future graduate opportunities
(Rohm et al., 2021). Within the context of this study, the two modules provided tan-
gible opportunity in the planning, organization, and delivery of an event following an
industry brief, facilitating the development of skills such as problem-solving, strategy
and people management, and communication—all within the contextualization of
wider conceptual and academic discourse.

Teaching and learning practice during COVID-19

The COVID-19 pandemic led to a global lockdown in March 2020 with many countries
enforcing stay-at-home rules for working, study, and recreation (Teo et al., 2021). For
higher education, the inability to host in-person classes, or enforced social distancing,
led to a transition to online and blended modes of teaching and learning. As
Vongkulluksn et al. (2018) have recognized, digital education differs significantly from
conventional teaching methods. Although content may remain somewhat similar,
teaching in a digital environment is not a simple transition and requires an under-
standing of how to implement online pedagogy (Almazova et al., 2020). Despite an
acknowledgment by researchers (Keengwe et al., 2008) that staff professional develop-
ment in online teaching is important, the rapid development of the pandemic and
subsequent lockdowns meant little time for development opportunities (Sia & Adamu,
2020). Academic staff were required to adapt to new modes of online teaching prac-
tice with little time for transitionary training. As Karalis and Raikou (2020) reflected,
although this change to teaching delivery meant a transition to distance education,
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per se, many of these were emergency arrangements more akin to emergency remote
teaching (Hodges et al., 2020) than traditional distance education modes or models.

Likewise, students were required to adapt quickly to new ways of learning.
Statistics from UNESCO suggest that 90% of learners had their delivery affected by the
pandemic (Teo et al., 2021) with many students moving to fully online modes of learn-
ing without a period of transition or adjustment. Subsequent research suggests that
the shift to online learning was met with a mixed response from students. Given the
impact of COVID-19 on everyday life, online learning provided some optimism for stu-
dents who were able to continue studies albeit through a different mode of learning
(Karalis & Raikou, 2020). Similarly, the benefits of cost-saving and time-saving were
observed as a key value for students who no longer needed to commute to campus
(Maunder, 2018), as was the flexible access to content (Karalis & Raikou, 2020).
However, the inability to socialize with classmates and to partake in the wider univer-
sity experience was considered a significant and often debilitating challenge for many
students (Potra et al., 2021). Furthermore, issues with technology, communication, and
engagement were reported (Stevanovi�c et al., 2021). In addition to the upheaval facing
all students, the Bachelor of Arts (Hons) Events Management students at RGU had
their practical modules fundamentally reimagined with limited time to adapt and miss-
ing out on a pivotal rite of passage (Hensley, 2019) normally associated with a degree
in their discipline. The move to online delivery in 2020 led to shift from planned in-
person events, with only a 2-month period for this change in planning, organization,
delivery, and wider issues affecting student engagement, communication, and motiv-
ation for these new changes.

Collaborative online learning

Scholars recognize the online environment provides an opportunity for collaborative
learning (Sia & Adamu, 2020). The integration of collaborative projects into distance
education is considered beneficial in promoting a sense of social presence, reducing
loneliness, and improving motivation and satisfaction (Lei & Medwell, 2021). Since the
early 2000s, academic research has focused on the role of computer-meditated com-
munication including online forums, email, and conferencing systems. Research has
extended to the wider use of tools such as social media (Kurni & Saritha, 2021) and
mobile technology (Dwikoranto et al., 2020), and their effectiveness as a tool for col-
laboration among students. Although the importance of tools and systems used for
online collaboration are acknowledged, the interaction between peers and academic
staff is considered integral to constructing a positive learning experience (Chen & Tsai,
2009). As Altınay (2017) outlined, “supporting a collaborative learning environment
through socially constructed knowledge and interaction among peers is a critical
dimension for learning and growth” (p. 317). For students, collaborating in online envi-
ronments may present challenges due to the perceived distance between student,
peers, and teaching staff. Common group work issues, including an imbalance in indi-
vidual contribution, unshared goals and problems with negotiation, and an inability to
disconnect, may feel exaggerated in the online environment (Franconi & Naumowicz,
2021). Students may find it more challenging to work with people they do not know
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well, leading to increased stress and frustration (Curtis & Lawson, 2001). As Chiu et al.
(2021) have acknowledged, online environments also require a higher degree of self-
regulation and motivation from students.

Research suggests, therefore, that successful implementation of online collaborative
learning is reliant on several factors, including reliable and easy-to-use technology, a
supportive and familiar group of peers, and consistent instructor support and feedback
(Magen-Nagar & Shonfeld, 2018). A range of online tools were used by staff in the
rapid transition to home-based learning, including social media platforms, virtual learn-
ing environment forums, and Zoom; however, Connon and Pirie (2022) identified
Microsoft Teams as having the greatest effectiveness from both staff and student per-
spectives. Within the live events modules, the teaching team employed a variety:
Zoom for online live lectures, Panopto for prerecorded content, and Microsoft Teams
for group interactions and collaborative online working.

Methodology

Despite the increasing number of studies focusing on the impacts of COVID-19 within
higher education, there has been limited investigation, thus far, that captures the
evolving nature of these over the duration of the pandemic. With primary data col-
lected over three academic cycles, this study’s longitudinal approach addresses this
gap. Given the mutable nature of the pandemic and the various implications this
brought at different stages of the study, an exploratory and flexible approach was
required for the research design; although the research draws on key areas of the nas-
cent literature to give structure, it also allows the data to lead to the creation of the-
ory, rather than attempting to prove predetermined outcomes (Bryman et al., 2021).
An interpretivist, inductive approach (Cresswell & Cresswell 2017) allowed us to
explore the students’ subjective, personal views, attitudes, and opinions (Turner &
Pirie, 2015), building on literature to identify concepts and theory from the findings
(Patton, 2002). Due to this research paradigm, a qualitive methodology was deemed
appropriate, specifically the use of in-depth focus groups where we explored the
respondents’ views, opinions, and attitudes (Kvale, 1994) toward the impact of
the pandemic on their experience of events management education, specifically in the
delivery of live group projects.

Respondents were selected using a purposive nonprobability approach, that is, any-
one who was able to purposively inform the research and is affected by the phenom-
ena could be part of the sample (Silverman, 2013), accordingly students in the third
and fourth years of studying Bachelor of Arts (Hons) Events Management at RGU were
given the opportunity to take part in the research and voluntarily engaged with the
process. This led to a total of 23 participants over the three cycles, with two focus
groups being conducted each year. Across the 3 years, the cohorts available for sam-
pling consisted of 32 fourth-year students and 24 third-year students in 2020; 21
third-year students in 2021; 18 fourth-year students in 2022. Respondents ranged in
age from 19 to 24. Informed consent was gained, and all data anonymized and
handled in accordance with RGU’s ethical protocol.
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Although the conversations were kept open deliberately, key areas of discussion were
identified and honed over the three cycles (2020: C1, 2021: C2, 2022: C3).
These discussions differed in context due to the specific phase of the pandemic and the
resultant impact this had had on the delivery of each participant’s (P) studies at the time:

� 2020 (C1): Students at the time were 1 month away from delivering live in-person
events as part of assessed projects which they then had to adapt to a digital event
delivery.

� 2021 (C2): Students had not yet experienced practical or digital event delivery as
part of their studies but had spent 1 year in the online teaching environment.

� 2022 (C3): Students were able to deliver live in-person events but had experienced
digital delivery through online teaching methods for a 2-year period only.

The discussions covered a variety of themes, including perceptions, understanding,
and engagement with change; communication in online and physical environments;
group work and staff supervision in online and physical environments; teaching meth-
ods in online and physical formats; skills and knowledge development around all prac-
tices; the learning and assessment experience for students. The focus groups (FG)
were all conducted on Microsoft Teams, after which, thematic coding from the verba-
tim transcriptions allowed for a structed evaluation of the qualitative data.

Results and discussion

Response to change

From 2020 to 2022, students on the course faced several changes to the live event
modules. In 2020, the delivery and event projects shifted to a fully online format half-
way through the semester. This required students to transition their event concepts,
due to be delivered in person, to a virtual model in under 4 weeks. In 2021, online
delivery continued; however, the students had primarily received events education in
the context of in-person delivery. This required them to change their thinking to
deliver live events in the new virtual format. In 2022, students had previously deliv-
ered an online festival in third year, the shift back to in-person events in fourth year
required a change in mindset to transition previous virtual learning to a physical envir-
onment. Over this 3-year period, it was apparent that students’ (frequently negative)
experience of these changes was often not caused by the change in learning environ-
ment or assessment itself, but rather the emotional response to the act of change,
with students identifying the “new” as a cause of anxiety and disappointment, leading
to a negative impact on their mental well-being:

It was just like oh this is going to be a really good opportunity to like get a bit of
practice in with in-person events so for me it was just like the disappointment of another
opportunity lost. (C2FG1P1)

I guess a bit like kind of gutted maybe because like in first year and stuff when we were
really we were kind of almost building up to be able to do the physical event in 3rd year
and then obviously COVID and then we’re little might not be able to do that and then
obviously it ended up being virtual. (C3FG1P2)
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The initial change was experienced most profoundly in 2020: with the move from
planned live events to virtual events, students reported a range of negative emotions
when they heard about the change and reflected on how this impacted their ability to
engage with change in a constructive manner. The disappointment at no longer being
able to run their planned events and the overall uncertainty at the time in turn had a
negative impact on their peer support and interactions, damaging the perceived worth
of the virtual event substitutes, despite their own inherent experiential learning value:

I felt a little bit like almost unmotivated but because everything had been put in place so
far was going to have to change. And it was kind of difficult to get out head round the
new format of it and em it was just a big change to start with. (C1FG2P2)

I think what my biggest stress was actually encouraging and reassuring others in the
team that our event and the sort of content of our event would work in a digital format.
So, eh that took a lot of time to just deal with that sort of group negativity. (C1FG1P1)

Although the change in 2020 had a negative emotional effect, this was understood in
terms of the COVID-19 environment. COVID-19 has had a proven impact on the subject-
ive learning environments of students (Hu, 2021), adding exacerbated life stresses: “It
was like in the middle of things and just had no time to get used to coronavirus and
everything that is going on” (C1FG2P2). Students across all 3 years felt worry about the
uncertainty of their industry (Business Visits and Events Partnership, 2021): “I had never
really heard of digital events or seen any happen” (C1FG1P5). Although new assess-
ments provided an opportunity for relative industry exposure and the continuation of
experiential learning, this may not have provided them with the perceived rite of pas-
sage required as a student to provide them with a transformation of learner to industry
professional (Hensley, 2019). This fear of “value learning” was mirrored across all years:
“to change all aspects online stressed everyone out” (C1FG2P1). Equally, the learning
environment was not perceived to be a conducive space: “I don’t like working at my
home environment, there is too many other things to distract” (C2FG2P3).

An accumulation of these perceptions to change, manifested in student group iden-
tity creating resistance and a collective impact, particularly in 2020 and 2021 (Kania
et al., 2014). Students recognized this as a barrier to engaging with change: “Most
people were feeling the same emotions … disappointment … it took a while before
we could get past that” (C2FG2P2). Acceptance and engagement with the new format
of delivery and assessment required individual growth and a collective positive mind-
set coupled with leadership (Chen & Tsai, 2009). Once students began to engage with
the new process, they were able to understand its value and start to enjoy the experi-
ence reflecting on how “it got better as we went on” (C2FG1P1).

I was shocked at how much I learnt as well and like there is stuff learning like how to use
like social media tools to market properly. And em I also think that with this digital event
like it was literally all down to us. So, it felt really rewarding. (C1FG1P4)

In 2022 where students were transitioning into a more known environment, it was
noteworthy that they still went through these changes in emotion, with the fear of
change again coming to the fore:

It put a spanner in the works to everything. I think it was a confusing time to do an
event and not knowing the future. Obviously, you plan ahead and everything but you
never know what could happen. (C3FG2P3)
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I think because I hadn’t really run a physical event myself before. I think I was maybe a
little bit worried kind of transferring some of the skills. (C3FG1P2)

As such, despite the change being met with “excitement” (C3FG1P1), that is, mov-
ing back to in-person events, change in and of itself required an adaptation of the stu-
dents’ mindset and approach to learning.

Ultimately, students recognized that their response to change was influenced by a
range of internal and external factors. Engaging with change required self-motivation
and this was often challenged in a collaborative online environment where peer net-
works sometimes had a negative effect on individual motivation, as one student
reflected, “[It] took a lot of time to deal with the group negativity and find that
reassurance to understand the information from yourselves” (C1FG1P1). However,
engaging with change was also facilitated by online collaborative tools and networks.
Students reflected on the positive support offered by lecturers through platforms such
as Microsoft Teams, which enabled them to access advice and support from the teach-
ing team quickly, in addition to online workshops and content delivery:

I think the lecturers were really supportive, like I would normally get really worked up
about things and messages, and I’d probably get a message within 5minutes of either of
the lecturers. (C2FG1P3)

Furthermore, students were able to seek help from peers, which facilitated the transi-
tion to a digital format: “[It] has been really helpful to kind of get, the knowledge and
skills of other people in the group. And the wider teams as well, and to learn from
them” (C2FG1P2).

Experiencing (in)tangibility

A loss of tangibility, with a move to remote delivery and lack of face-to-face engage-
ment on campus, was felt by students across the globe (Hu, 2021). In 2020 and 2021,
the absence of tangible, real events to work toward had a profound effect on events
management students. For some, this generated a sense of loss at the inability to host
in-person events recognizing that, “on the physical side of things … there is a lot
more weight to it” (C2FG2P1). In addition, students found it challenging (in 2020) to
conceptualize the change to a digital format from their original physical event plans:

Eh yeah, like when we like you guys said oh yeah it’s a digital event we thought what
and our group kinda freaked out a little because ours was a gin tasting. How can that be
digital? (C1FG2P2)

Obviously, our original event idea was an afternoon tea so were just like uh we are going
to have to come up with a new idea and we were stressed as a group. (C1FG2P4)

For students, working in an uncertain environment and using unfamiliar online tools
to run digital events made the project more challenging. Accordingly, the reality of
planning for events in this new environment resulted in some feeling underprepared:
“[It was] quite daunting to be honest … once we figured out how much we had to
do” (C2FG2P4). The increased need for resilience, student-directed learning, and a less
structured approach to teaching led to a greater sense of responsibility for their own
learning: “I had to figure out how to do this” (C2FG2P2), that is, students increasingly
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felt that they had to discover aspects of the process independently. Furthermore, the
lack of literature on virtual events, crisis management, and virtual event pedagogy led
to a degree of self-reliance: “There is not a lot of literature of textbooks or anything
… so well it was like we had to set own standards” (C2FG1P3). Only through self-
directed learning using a variety of self-scaffolding tools were the students able to
advance (Teo et al., 2021). The online environment in this sense was particularly chal-
lenging for students in understanding how to source the digital learning they needed
to create an online event. However, despite a perceived lack of tangibility students
also reflected on how real their projects felt in the latter stages:

We were very very shocked by the amount of people who participated in the event …
and how much there was to do … surprised at how rewarding it felt. (C1FG1P4)

For students in 2022 who had hosted both virtual and in-person events, the differ-
ence of experience was noticeable:

Like it didn’t feel like a real event. It just felt like we’re just doing this whereas the
physical it was real. It was like this is actually happening. (C3FG1P1)

I think the virtual, it was a lot more difficult to kind of get excited about your event and
almost didn’t really feel real and you kind of go into like autopilot … where as, in the in-
person, you’re a lot more engaged. It feels real. It it’s happening. (C3FG1P2)

With the return to physical events, students reflected on how the greater levels of
tangibility created a different form of engagement and learning for them: “For the
physical you’re a lot more responsible early on for a lot more people” (C3FG2P2). It
was apparent in 2022 that the physical environment felt more real, and this was per-
ceived as leading to more obvious skill development: “With a physical event you’re
actually in front of people, whereas with virtual … you weren’t actually seeing them
… so with the physical I definitely could improve my confidence” (C3FG2P2).

In addition to experiencing differences organizing virtual and live events, students
also reported challenges related to the intangibility of group work in an online envir-
onment. Although the teaching team provided access to class and private communica-
tion channels via Microsoft Teams, students developed a variety of their own methods
to manage communication, which worked to their individual and collective needs.
Many found the online environment provided a space for collaborative learning (Sia &
Adamu, 2020) and particularly for the 2020 students gave a sense of social presence
to ease loneliness (Lei & Medwell, 2021). However, others found the lack of physical
meetings challenging, leading to miscommunication and misinterpretation among
group members (Rohm et al., 2021).

I definitely for one felt it was more challenging because something you write in a
message may not and sometimes does not mean what you would say in a verbal
situation … so it’s just sometimes I do just think you need that face to face. (C2FG1P1)

I think it just gave more a level of feel of professionalism as well if we were talking face
to face rather than online … for me I find it difficult to get what I am trying to say
across in message. (C2FG1P4)

Students reported that the lack of structure and time constraints evident in face-to-
face meetings led to issues with the increased quantity of communications
(Dwikoranto et al., 2020): “There was continued use of social media chat … was really
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stressful as it never stopped, always thinking about the event” (C1FG2P4). For some,
this engagement was beneficial; however, it also created challenges for managing
time: “We would communicate until it was 1am … it felt hard to switch off and just
get on because we knew we could be at home and communicate … hard to say no”
(C2FG1P2). Remote learning and the absence of physical meetings in class resulted in
a loss of boundaries between study, work, and social life and an inability to disconnect
(Franconi & Naumowicz, 2021). The use of multiple platforms for communication, par-
ticularly social media, also led to confusion (Yustina et al., 2020) and a requirement for
students to learn how to self-regulate and develop structure and boundaries within
their groups.

The online environment was, however, perceived by students to have increased
benefits when engaging with supervision and lecturer support. Despite the perceived
distance between student and teacher, platforms such as Microsoft Teams that
enabled the tagging of staff and provided a messenger-type function reassured stu-
dents: “The Microsoft Teams chat was really helpful as not like as much stress as send-
ing the email. It is like texting … you guys reply super quick … it was reassuring”
(C1FG2P5). In some ways, students perhaps took advantage of this change, expecting
speedier responses with the lines of education and home blurring, aligning to Connon
and Pirie (2022). Students evidently needed this support to address their anxiety about
the project; however, this did cause issues with supervisors unable to disconnect from
students, as they became more reliant on this mode of communication (Franconi &
Naumowicz, 2021). Arguably, the engagement of online tools especially in the first
year of adapting to virtual events was crucial in providing a sense of connectivity and
with this a growth mindset to engage with changes: “gave us so much clarity about
how to actually do a digital event” (C1FG1P5).

In 2022, students experienced in-person group and supervision sessions and were
still required to use the Microsoft Teams platform for collaborative online project
work. Students reported that the usefulness of these formats changed as the project
progressed. In-person meetings helped to establish a group work dynamic and cre-
ative setting for holistic project management and conceptualization, while the online
environment worked better for structured progress and regular catch-up meetings to
stay on track (Sherwin, 2020). It is evident that students wanted to be able to control
communications with an optional multifaceted and self-guided approach. Whereas the
physical environment provided a stronger sense of tangibility and structure, this did
lose the spontaneity that the online setting provided with ease of access to peers and
staff (Connon & Pirie 2022).

Personal and professional development

Practical event projects are considered a contingent element of events management
education, providing experiential learning opportunities and the development of pro-
fessional skills (Park & Jones, 2021). Despite an initial hesitation from students to
embrace online event projects in 2020 and 2021, findings suggest that the perceived
value of the learning experience was recognized as the modules progressed, aligning
with the study of Altinay (2017). Students increasingly understood how participating
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in online forms of experiential learning, in this case learning how to run digital events,
helped toward narrowing the knowledge-practice gap (Lamb, 2015) of their degree
course, particularly in an evolving event environment. For many students, the oppor-
tunity to host a digital event helped them to develop skills that they felt would be
relevant in the future events industry and in wider professional contexts:

Just because digital events aren’t happening now that doesn’t say that ten years, it
wouldn’t become the normal to just host digital events. So, this is giving us the skills
already that some people will only be learning in the next few years. We have already
got ahead of it and we already have an understanding of it, so we will be able to teach
other people how to properly do it. (C1FG1P1)

I think for me the only thing I have learnt that is different is how to communicate with
people virtually … [at] some point in your working career you are going to have to
interact with people who are just an office down the road from you or you know
wherever that may be and I think that is a really important skill. (C1FG1P3)

Importantly, students also reflected on the wider skills they had developed. Learning
how to be adaptable was depicted as a key pillar throughout all years: “Learning
just to adapt to different environments because it’s something I am going to need as
an events planner in the future” (C1FG2P1) as well as the capacity to develop “self-
resilience”” (C1FG1P1) and being “open to learning new things” (C1FG2P4).
Communication was also recognized as an important skill developed both practically
in relation to the use of multiple online platforms, and in building team relationships
through effective communication. As one student recognized, the scope of hard and
soft skills developed because of adapting to the changing event environment, offered
real opportunities after graduation:

Like if you went to a job interview and you said you did this sort of thing and you were
resilient, you learnt communication, you have digital skills like there is so much we
developed. (C2FG2P3)

By the end of the online event projects, students recognized the value of experien-
tial learning in a digital capacity and suggested that this form of learning should form
a core part of the events management degree course:

I just want to say, I feel like this should be part of the live festival module as of now … I
think it would be good for other students in the future as well to like have that aspect of
platform. Even in like third year and do a live event in fourth year, because then it means
like you are getting the best of both worlds and event platforms. (C1FG1P4)

This was further supported by students in 2022. For them, despite the initial disap-
pointment of hosting a virtual event in third year, they were able to recognize the
value of the experience and the transferrable skills developed for hosting an in-person
event in fourth year:

Virtual event good for learning skills like time management … personal discipline …
then physical event transcended that into hard like stakeholder management and actual
live event delivery. (C3FG2P2)

Overall, while the students’ response to changing learning and assessment formats
across the 3-year period was met with some resistance, and students encountered
challenges with navigating changes in the tangibility of their learning experience, on
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reflection they were able to recognize the value of online experiential learning as a
temporary substitute for live events during COVID-19. Furthermore, these skills were
considered valuable beyond their substitutional merit with students recognizing that
the changing professional environment required a broader range of digital and meta
skills.

Conclusions

For academic staff and students, the transition between the “normal” delivery of live
event projects to a “new” form of online experiential learning was not planned or
intended in the context of this study, more akin to what Hodges et al. (2020)
described as emergency remote teaching. Arguably, the findings of this study are too
contextualized to the COVID-19 environment; however, its longitudinal nature presents
interesting findings in respect to how students respond to changes in experiential
learning practice, particularly in the context of online collaborative projects. Students
encountered a range of challenges akin to previous studies, including issues with com-
munication, self-motivation, and time management (Capdeferro & Romero, 2012; Chiu
et al., 2021). They also reported difficulties adapting to change and motivating them-
selves and others to participate in the context of new and evolving environments.
These challenges were often exacerbated by a multidimensional loss of tangibility
which extended to the absence of physical events and the lack of physical connectiv-
ity with staff and peers. This impacted the perceived value of online experiential learn-
ing as a substitute for in-person event delivery. However, this study suggests that
these perceptions were often embedded in an initial emotional response to change
and altered as collaborative online projects progressed. Across all year groups, stu-
dents were able to articulate by the end of the project the range of personal and pro-
fessional skills they had developed. By understanding how these skills related to their
future careers and the events industry, students were able to understand the value of
experiential learning in an online environment recognizing the benefits of developing
digital skills, communication, and confidence in a new setting. Further, meta skills
such as resilience, adaptability, and openness to change were all considered valuable
learning experiences.

On reflection of these findings, the teaching team recognize lessons learned for the
delivery of future online experiential learning in a collaborative environment. Firstly,
although students found adapting to change challenging this was aided by access to
teaching staff and peer group support. As such, in support of previous studies
(Altınay, 2017; Chen & Tsai, 2009; Connon & Pirie, 2022) fostering a supportive online
community to share knowledge and best practice and ask questions was integral to
developing connectivity and confidence in students. Secondly, structured online plat-
forms that encourage social as well as professional communication can aid in balanc-
ing the desire for flexibility with the need for professional boundaries during online
group work activities. Initially, students found it challenging to transition to Microsoft
Teams, preferring social media networks. However, once they understood how to use
the platform, this became a valuable tool for online discussion, file sharing and access-
ing peer and academic staff support, an approach now embedded as part of live-event

DISTANCE EDUCATION 241



modules. Finally, the perceived value of online experiential learning was only realized
when students could align their skill development with professional practice.
Communicating the inherent value of online experiential projects for personal and
professional development, inclusive of industry-relevant and meta skills, can help to
foster collective motivation and participation.
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