The Virtual

REVOLUTION
COVID has hit working habits much as the meteor hit the dinosaurs - shunting gradual
evolution onto a different faster track and creating opportunities for those with the adaptive
abilities to seize them. In this report, we examine how the pandemic has accelerated
existing trends, flipped business models on their heads and driven the invention of new tools.
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“In the wake of exploding demand for
virtual solutions to real-world
challenges, this report distils what
we’ve observed over the past year and
our latest thinking on where the trends
are headed. We explore how individuals
and businesses now consume and
communicate, and how some brands
have successfully adapted to the new
reality by embracing the virtual.”
Notes from Circus Director,
Jay Scott-Nicholls
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virtual
any attempt to recreate a real-world
experience in a digital form, consumed on
any device; including but not limited to VR

brand
a business’s identity, personality
and representation

experience
an event or sensation which leaves
an impression on the participant
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Human history has been
punctuated by revolutions
As far back as 60,000BC the so-called Cognitive Revolution saw the emergence of language,
allowing knowledge to pass from person to person reliably and cumulatively.
Every subsequent lurch forward has accelerated the pace of change, with at least one major
revolution marking each of the last few centuries. Scientific in the 17th, agricultural in the 18th,
industrial in the 19th and digital in the 20th. Respectively enabling the scaling and distribution
of discovery, production, manufacture and information.
The 21st century is already seeing a similar shift. The Virtual Revolution, in which technology is
making it possible to capture and transmit experience itself.
The world-as-experienced has several features. It is immersive (all around us), 3-dimensional
(objects can be near or far away), dynamic (things move), textured (multi-sensory) and
interactive (altered by our choices and actions). This set of features was once available only
to those physically present in a particular location at a particular time. But technology has
made it possible to capture and represent them all in sufficient detail and depth to create a
highly convincing illusion... for anyone... anywhere... at any time.
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Impacts of
COVID-19 on business
Reviewing past, present and future
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In January 2020, when the virtual revolution was still in
its infancy, Virtual Brand Experiences were not
recognised as essential for business survival (The
Guardian, 2021a).

Past

They were seen merely as luxury options for large or
technologically advanced organisations with larger
budgets – bolt-ons to established digital ways of
working.
Remote working, team structures and meeting
formats often relied on these ‘traditional’ digital tools.
Tools that staff felt comfortable with and knew how to
control.
Virtual tools were not widely used, nor much wanted.
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Past

Working from Home
Before lockdowns began, cloud-based computing allowed workers
to collaborate with teams across networks, sharing documents and
files regardless of where they were and without disruption to their
working week. It was a smart solution that opened the door to more
remote-working options. In 2010, 884,000 UK adults were reported to
be working from home for their main job. By January 2020, 1.54
million were (Finder, 2020).
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Past

Team Structure
In the lead-up to the pandemic, team structures were changing too.
Office-based staff were used to external staff ‘dialling-in’, telephone
conference calls were the norm, and tools such as Slack, Trello and
Basecamp were familiar. For many, brainstorming online, delivering
collective pitches and joining digital meetings became routine. Team
away-days that not all could attend were being replaced by video
catch-ups that everyone could reach. Digital resources were facilitating
fluid ways of working and communicating, regardless of location.
But virtual tools were yet to be explored.
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Past

Meeting Formats
As Spring 2020 approached, more and more department briefings,
management chats and corporate board meetings were moving
online. That had become normal.
Video conferencing, however, was still usually reserved for special
or senior meetings. Despite some digital adaptations to the formats
of such meetings, few understood how virtual tools could transform
them for the better.
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Moving
from
past
to
present

During the height of lockdown, six out of every ten UK employees worked
from home (Finder, 2020). Video meetings exploded; Zoom usage soared
from ten million to 300 million daily meeting participants in April 2020;
Microsoft Teams saw a 250% increase in the first six months of the
pandemic (The Verge, 2020a and 2020b). Many quickly adapted to
working from home – and found they liked it (PwC, 2020a). When the
pandemic ends, almost half of UK adults are planning to work from home
full-time, and 55% are looking for a hybrid solution (OwlLabs, 2020).
Between 80 and 89% of workers are expected to work from home at least
some of the time (The Guardian, 2021; Gartner, 2020; HRDive, 2020; SHRM,
2021).
But remote working misses something of the real world. Virtual tools which
get closer to the physical ways we communicate, collaborate and
socialise can bridge that gap. To meet such challenges, organisations are
exploring new ways of engaging with staff, at work and personally. How to
maintain the energy and satisfaction of teams, relieve loneliness, preserve
work-life balance, cope with technological restrictions (The Guardian,
2021; OwlLabs, 2020: Finder, 2020: Buffer, 2019).
Large corporations including PwC, Unilever, Spotify, Salesforce and Twitter
are already beginning to reinvent the workplace (Yahoo News, 2021).
Recognising a need for a ‘fairer, more inclusive and more equitable place
to work’ (PWC, 2020), they highlight a need for tools that go beyond cloud
computing and video conferencing (The Guardian, 2021a), and for digital
solutions that can improve morale and efficiency into the future. Solutions
like Virtual Brand Experiences.
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Coronavirus is already forcing changes on
businesses. It is bound to force more.

Present

There are growing needs for technological solutions in
sales, recruitment, training, open days, trade shows
and events.
New virtual tools are emerging to meet these needs.
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Present

Sales
Traditionally, sales teams around the world spent much of their time
travelling – to meetings and events, between meetings and events,
and from meetings and events back to home. The costs, which
represented a significant slice of revenue, were rarely challenged.
But as pandemic restrictions on travel began to bite in 2020, 81% of
sales teams began to recognise that they needed to rethink the
process (Salesforce, 2021). If they couldn’t make sales in person,
they were going to have to make them virtually (LinchpinSEO, 2021;
SuperOffice, 2021; Salesforce, 2021).
The demand side was shifting even pre-COVID with more and more
customers wanting to self-serve their purchases and engage with
brands without physical contact – through ecommerce,
pre-recorded videos, online conversations, or a mixture.
These twin pressures – on sales teams and from customers – today
mean that sales teams need retraining so that they become skilled
and confident at selling through virtual platforms. 70% of
organisations have already begun the process (Salesforce, 2021).

Nearly 50%
of consumers are viewing 3 to 5
pieces of content before they
engage further with the brand or
sales team (SuperOffice, 2021)

97%
of consumers are now searching for
services online (Super Office, 2021)

14

Present

Recruitment
Following the Coronavirus pandemic ‘it's possible that more people will
re-enter the workforce in 2021 than in any single year on record’ (SHRM,
2021). As a result, recruitment and HR are gearing up for a rush – and
they, too, are facing a need to go virtual to cope.
Applicant expectations have changed (Monster, 2021). Technology use
has grown considerably, there is a greater demand for Realistic Job
Prospects (RJPs), and applicants want reassurance about health and
safety (Monster, 2021). Potential applicants are also acutely aware of
the workplace changes taking place around them (OwlLabs, 2020;
Monster, 2021).
Virtual recruiting techniques address these expectations through virtual
job interviews, virtual tours, interactive videos of current staff and voice
notes from CEOs, which have streamlined the recruitment process,
eradicated unnecessary costs and improved diversity (Monster, 2021:
SHRM, 2021). It has also helped to expand the available pool of
candidates and is revolutionizing how companies attract talent.
Just like the shift to hybrid working, virtual recruiting is here to stay
(SHRM, 2021).
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VR Training
In-person training is rapidly being replaced by virtual online delivery.
Staff can access it wherever and whenever it’s convenient, saving
them time. And trainers need to deliver a seminar only once, however
large the audience, saving time and budget. The results are clear:
virtual training is transforming teaching. Even VR training in soft skills
such as leadership and change management beats traditional
training methods.
VR training can open up environments that would be expensive,
dangerous or limited in the real world. The powerful emotional effects
of immersion in a VR experience can also boost recall far more
effectively than traditional workplace training (PwC, 2019).
As a result, VR training can help business leaders upskill employees
faster and better. VR learners are reported to feel nearly 3 times more
confident about applying their new skills than classroom learners, 3.75
times more emotionally connected to the content, and 4 times more
focused than their e-learning peers (PwC, 2020b). ‘By using VR,
budding professionals will be able to train in a simulated environment
that provides a significant degree of accuracy while avoiding the risks
associated with making a mistake’ (LinchpinSEO, 2021).

VR training can reduce training time by

40%
and improve employee performance by

70%
(Immerse UK and Digital Catapult, 2019)
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Open Days
There are times when businesses throw open their doors to visitors – usually as a way
of attracting new customers or deepening existing relationships. Such transparency
can convey confidence and build trust. But physical open days are limited to tourists
and locals, whereas a well-designed virtual equivalent can deliver a similar
experience – sometimes better and certainly more conveniently – to a global
audience for weeks or months or years.
What sets a virtual open day apart from a traditional virtual tour is that they typically
involve a visible or audible presenter who provides context and commentary and
may be live or pre-recorded. Brewers and distillers such as Fuller’s and Laphroaig
know that they can mint lifelong brand ambassadors by offering a chance to peek
behind the scenes and meet the experts. Agricultural service providers regularly
invite growers to visit trial sites and labs to showcase the underlying science and
demonstrate effectiveness in the field. Even public services are getting in on the
action: Cambridgeshire Fire Service recently created their own virtual open day to
raise local awareness and delight kids stuck at home during lockdown.
The sector which has embraced virtual open days most enthusiastically is education.
Universities, colleges and schools have discovered that it gives them a platform to
compete with big-name competitors and grow their domestic and international
catchment areas (see our case study for more detail). As globalisation increases
cross-border consumption, the appetite for business travel is shrinking because of
better communication, climate concerns and Covid-19. Virtual open days can
bridge the gap.

What users say
Virtual Open Days ‘have the potential to
completely transform university
enrollment’ (VFairs, 2020)
‘It has transformed the interest we get
from students and generated real
excitement about the college. Since we
have been using the virtual experience, it
has been seen by thousands of students’
(Cambridge Regional College)
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Case Study: University Virtual Open Days
Traditional open days were once the only way for prospective students to sample a university’s culture and campus, in order to make a potentially
life-determining decision. Over the past 12 months, many of these events have moved online. Over 80% of applicants now view virtual content
when selecting which university to apply to (Concept 3D).
Virtual Open Days come in two flavours: Live or pre-recorded.
Live virtual open days typically require visitors to pre-register to attend online at a specific date and time. They consist of speaker presentations,
webinars and chat, enabling applicants to speak to current students and staff members. They also offer features that traditional in-person events
don’t, such as real–time resource sharing and a richer variety of media and content. ‘It’s a win-win situation for both, and one that drastically
improves conversions’ (vfair). For institutions, the return on investment from delivering virtual open days versus physical events is significant; they
also gather more candidate data (QS, 2020). For students, it’s a chance to look into their own future, meeting the faces and exploring the
locations in a way that is more convenient than a visit and more compelling than a website or prospectus.
Pre-recorded virtual open days may be used as supporting visuals in a live webinar, but have the advantage that they can also stand alone as
self-serve evergreen content – available 24/7 to a limitless global audience. Frequently they involve immersive 360-degree photos and videos, so
that visitors can ‘experience’ campus life, visiting lecture halls, checking out accommodation and viewing social spaces, all without leaving
home. Most importantly, the visitor is in control – able to move at their own pace and according to their personal interests – skipping anything
irrelevant or stopping at will to dig deeper via interactive hotspots or embedded media.
What’s more, the growth in use of virtual tools for open days has been matched by growth in creativity. From an interactive virtual ‘day in the life
of’ video, a virtual test, to even a VR course-finder.
Tools like these which unlock global reach are particularly timely: 70% of institutions are looking to spread their recruitment net more widely in 2021
due to lower-than-expected international recruitment numbers and increased competition (QS, 2021). It is likely that live open days will continue
as one half of a ‘hybrid’ approach, while pre-recorded tours serve to complement general marketing and campaign activities.
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Events
Today the events landscape is “unrecognisable” to pre-pandemic days.
And it is likely changed forever.
This transformation occurred decisively because it had to. 60% of
companies cancelled all in-person events in 2020. Virtual events flipped
from making up only 3% of events pre-Covid to over 70% during 2020
(Splash, 2020). What’s more, the events industry was starting from a
relatively low digital basis. Events, by their very nature, traditionally
derived their value from face-to-face contacts.

‘Covid may have accelerated the
digital transformation of events by
five years. The nature and definition
of events is changing in pretty
fundamental ways’ (Chief Revenue
Oﬃcer Eric Holmen, Splash)
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Events (continued)
Event industry surveys consistently conclude that hybrid events (with both in-person and online components) are the
new normal (Event MB, 2020; Splash, 2020; Cvent, 2020; Brella, 2020). 79% of organisations expect to host hybrid events
even after in-person events resume, while just 21% will host in-person events only, without an online component
(Splash, 2020).
Reports cite a range of advantages, including increased reach and attendance, stronger audience engagement,
more powerful sponsorship opportunities, reduced environmental and travel costs, improved return on investment, and
a more valuable harvest of data and metrics (Cvent, 2020; Brella, 2020). What’s more, virtual events are welcomed by
attendees. While Zoom fatigue and webinar burnout are real – 84% of us experience it at some point – the appetite for
events continues to hold steady. Attendance hasn't suffered (Splash, 2020).
However, to get the best from virtual and hybrid events, industry experts are unanimous that technology, content and
engagement tools need a wholesale reset. Simply using existing digital platforms doesn’t work. Nor does importing
agendas made for live events. The key is captivating online audiences with ‘highly curated, interactive content’
(Bizzabo, 2020; EventMB, 2020). Thinking outside the box and learning from other industries, such as gaming, can
radically strengthen brand engagement.
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WHAT THE
GURUS SAY
The hybrid future will be ‘an era where
in-person and virtual attendee experiences
are meaningfully integrated combining the
irreplaceable value of in-person with the
amazing reach, insights, and possibilities
surfaced by technology in the virtual medium’
(Eran Ben-Shushan, Bizzabo)
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Trade Shows
Organisations such as The Virtual Event Company, Samsung, Vauxhall and Virgin
Media have begun displaying alternative ways to exhibit and manage trade
shows (Digital Event Awards, 2021).
Digital and virtual tools are now vital for survival, saving visitors and exhibitors
time, fees and travel expenses. They’re also proving to be more effective
because they allow visitors to go back to the event again and again (VFairs,
2021). Virtual trade shows have expanded the audience and increased
accessibility, thereby improving networking opportunities for clients around the
world (Taggbox, 2021).
The Trade Show industry has gone from in-person to virtual almost overnight – and
it doesn’t look like it’s going back anytime soon (Alibaba.com, 2021).
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Future

By 2027, the Virtual Reality (VR) market is
expected to reach US$101 billion with an annual
growth rate of 37% (BusinessWire, 2021). The
development of 5G and enhanced wireless
services has accelerated the virtual market,
allowing it to offer more sophisticated tools than
businesses have seen before (BusinessWire, 2021;
PwC, 2020a).
The future is set. The future is virtual.
Virtual developments will focus on ‘internal
business goals such as risk mitigation, expense
reduction, and employee training’ (Business Wire,
2021) – and on staff wellbeing and health,
including therapy, GP access and holidays (PwC,
2020).
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Future

Tourism
When the world is safe enough to travel once more, tourism will boom.
TUI reported a 500% increase in inquiries overnight when a government announcement suggested
travel bans would ease in the coming months
(BBC News, 2021).
To ensure they’re ready, tourism operators are preparing new virtual resources for their newly
tech-developed customers. Such tools will not only help to promote destinations. They will give
ownership back to the customer, too. With increasing demands for transparency, suppliers will be
looking to provide ‘taster’ virtual experiences, allowing customers to see what they are committing
to before they buy (Revfine, 2020). Many virtual reality tools also allow customers to revisit their
holiday destination, providing a digital take on the traditional photograph (LinchpinSEO, 2020).
Experts predict that the pandemic may lead to more interest in sustainable tourism. With the likes of
YouTube VR, Oculus and Wander, customers can now travel the world without damaging the
environment (The Guardian, 2021c). Ralph Hollister, tourism analyst at Global Data, argues that
virtual technology ‘could increase in popularity with consumers that are conscious of their carbon
footprint [...] reduc[ing] visitation to the actual site as the consumer has already experienced the
attraction, decreasing environmental impacts associated with overtourism’ (The Guardian, 2021c).
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Tourism (continued)
Several countries are already making significant investments in VR marketing to help get
their tourist industries back on their feet (BBC News, 2020). Among the experiences on
offer: morning yoga on the beach in the Maldives; interviews with Pulitzer-winning poets
and Oscar-nominated cinematographers; and a stroll along the Giant’s Causeway (the
setting for HBO’s Game of Thrones) in Northern Ireland.
The world’s tech giants are also getting involved. In September 2020, Amazon launched
its Explore platform, which enables one-on-one virtual experiences with local residents
and tour guides in countries around the world – from artisan shopping in Costa Rica to
tours of Kyoto neighbourhoods in Japan. Other VR projects at Apple and Samsung could
prove to be a ‘great accelerator’ (BBC News, 2020).
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Virtual tools are being picked up in the entertainment and hospitality
sectors, too.
Theatre companies are exploring virtual reality within performances, and
investing in gaming technology to build interactive versions of their
productions (Dream, 2021). Museums including the Science Museum in
London and the Royal Opera House are offering virtual tours to help
customers explore their spaces (Circus, 2020).
Even the Houses of Parliament are opening up virtually, allowing visitors to
wander through rooms normally closed to the public for security reasons,
and in the process educating them about the demands and complexities
of running a modern democracy.
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GPs and Medicine
Before the pandemic, people had to take time off work to go to the
doctor. Now it’s more common to have a consultation online.
Instead of hours off work, to say nothing of the risk of catching another
infection in a crowded waiting room, the lost time is measured in
minutes, and the risk is zero.
Virtual Reality tools are also being used within medical practices – to
share the results of scans with patients, or to get a second opinion.
Such developments could help to cure patients faster by improving
diagnoses and treatments (LinchpinSEO, 2021).
Opportunities for the future also look exciting. For example, Google’s
machine learning-enabled microscope is becoming increasingly
capable of identifying cancer cells in tissue samples. They say that
coupling this with VR and AR could increase the accuracy of medical
technologies, allowing for more complex treatment and diagnostic
tools (LinchpinSEO, 2021).
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Therapy
In a modern knowledge-based economy, mental health is at least as important for
performance as physical health. VR seems to have some special therapeutic advantages.
Oxford University recently spent some £4 million testing VR-based therapies against more
traditional cognitive behaviour therapies (CBT) with patients suffering from extreme
anxiety.
Taking part in a VR session in the comfort of their own home made some patients feel safer
and more inclined to open up about their anxieties. Moreover, VR made it possible for
therapists to expose the patients to their fears – of heights, say, or open spaces, or flying –
gradually and in complete safety.
Overall, the Oxford study found that the VR therapy was four times more effective than
traditional approaches (KTP, 2020).
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Predictions
In the next five years, we think
five trends will become important...
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1. HYBRID
SOLUTIONS
Having discovered the advantages and
efficiencies of the virtual world, brands will be
reluctant to give them up. But there are times
when people need authentic contact.
Hybrid models will emerge to take
advantage of both.
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2. NEW
BUDGET
LINES

Communications, marketing, sales,
recruitment and training departments will
allocate resources for creating, maintaining
and delivering virtual services as a priority.
These approaches will move from
experimental afterthought to strategic
centre stage.

31

3. VIRTUOUS
CIRCLE

VR headset ownership is increasing
rapidly, driving hardware innovation forward and
prices down. That, coupled with strong growth of
VR games and experiences for an expanding
community of gamers, creates audiences large
enough to attract the
attention of advertisers. Which means more
budget for content, which in turn attracts
larger and more diverse audiences.
After a slow start, VR will finally take off and
become a familiar and common way to
consume visual content.
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4. VIRTUALLY
REAL

Virtual experiences will get closer to
real ones. Fibre-optic broadband and 5G
mobile networks make it possible to deliver
higher quality visual content to more users on
more devices.
Consumer-grade 360 cameras can already
capture 8K resolution photos and video. For
VR users, immersive environments
increasingly come with stereoscopic
depth perception, spatial audio sound
and 6-degrees-of-freedom to
move around.
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5. SOCIETAL
DIVIDEND

Flexibility of location changes
everything. Workers can be eligible for
more jobs, students can access a greater
variety of knowledge and families no longer
need to huddle in expensive polluted cities.
Virtual services will help to reduce carbon emissions
and improve the environment by cutting the need
for business travel and commuting, limiting the need
for paper, and encouraging eco-friendly
work spaces.
Accessibility standards too are rightly becoming
more prevalent, ensuring the maximum number of
users can share in the technological advances.
The UK Government recently introduced
guidelines for the public sector,
and we expect awareness to
spread to all sectors.
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Thank you for reading...
As creators of Virtual Brand Experiences we’re excited about this new era.
Our award-winning team are experts in the field, using the latest 360 photography, 360 video and VR
techniques to build immersive virtual tours and virtual open days, as well as interactive tools which drive sales,
recruitment, training and tourism. At Circus we capture powerful visuals of real-world brand experiences which
go on to excite new interest, build customer reach and impact ROIs.

Contact us today on 020 3764 2794 for more information
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