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Lessons Learned from
Running a Conference in the Time of COVID-19
and the Silver Linings of Shifting to Online
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INTRODUCTION

Conferences play a critical role in the sci-
entific process as places where research-
ers can disseminate results of their stud-
ies and make new contacts or strengthen
those already formed. They are particu-
larly vital for students and early career
researchers and practitioners because
they provide opportunities to showcase
skills to established members of the com-
munity and allow for networking, two
activities that are often vital for securing
future employment and career support.
The COVID-19 pandemic resulted in the
cancellation or postponement of many
these
career-enhancing experiences for the next

conferences, reducing crucial,
generation of scientists and engineers.
The Young Coastal Scientists and
Engineers Conference (YCSEC) was initi-
ated in the UK in 2005 to bring together
early career scientists and engineers who
investigate the physical and biologi-
cal processes within the coastal environ-
ment. It has been successfully run in the
UK annually since inception, and the con-
cept has been adopted via the YCSEC-
Americas, held annually since 2014. In
2019, a similar conference series was
proposed for Australia, with the goal of
holding the inaugural Australian YCSEC
(AusYCSEC) in Newcastle in June 2020.
The mission statement developed for
the conference series was “Connecting,
fostering, and showcasing the next gen-
eration of Australian coastal scientists
and engineers” A local organizing com-

mittee (LOC) of students and early- to
mid-career researchers was established
to ensure this mission was met. The LOC
was run on a volunteer basis to keep costs
low and provide an affordable and acces-
sible conference for the Australian coastal
community. In March 2020, as COVID-19
spread around the world, it became clear
that holding an in-person conference in
June would not be feasible. Hence, the
conference was transitioned to online.

Here, we describe how this volunteer-
run conference was rapidly reimagined
to an online format while meeting, and in
some aspects exceeding, its original aims
and mission. We detail the considerations
required for transitioning the conference
from in-person to online, the session
types and how they were adapted to max-
imize impact in an online setting, and the
outcomes and positive lessons learned
from the process.

CHALLENGES OF GOING ONLINE
The inaugural AusYCSEC event was
planned as an in-person, three-day con-
ference to be held at the University of
Newcastle (UON), NSW, Australia, with
an anticipated attendance of 60-80 peo-
ple. With large in-person gatherings not
allowed due to COVID-19, the confer-
ence was transitioned to online.

Several challenges had to be overcome
in converting the standard in-person
conference program to an online for-
mat. Foremost among them was keep-
ing the event engaging for online dele-

gates. Recognizing from recent remote
working and teaching experiences that
online concentration spans could only
be maintained for 90-minute to two-
hour blocks, the LOC decided it would
not be desirable to simply transfer the
original all-day, in-person schedule to
an online format. Cognitive loads asso-
ciated with online interaction are much
greater than those of an in-person con-
ference setting. Thus, an early decision
was made to adopt shorter sessions, with
most sessions limited to one hour and no
sessions exceeding two hours. All ses-
sions were separated by extended breaks
to allow delegates to attend to other obli-
gations and avoid lengthy online ses-
sions. Further, the program was designed
to encourage those working remotely to
attend most (if not all) conference ses-
sions without losing entire days of their
work or research schedules. The result-
ing limited session times presented other
challenges, as they required strategic and
selective decisions regarding which ses-
sions to retain and how they could be
adapted. Sessions were scheduled at times
identified as most suitable for potential
attendees via an online survey tool.

The decision to shift to online required
the selection of an online video confer-
encing platform. While the LOC were
software agnostic, Zoom was ultimately
selected as it was fast becoming one
of the most widely used platforms for
online meetings and was accessible via an
institutional license provided by UON.
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Further, its functionality was desirable—
with both Zoom Webinar and Zoom
Meeting modes providing features that
supported the different styles of confer-
ence sessions planned. The LOC held sev-
eral practice Zoom sessions to explore the
platform, troubleshoot issues, and iden-
tify hosting and technical roles. These
pre-planning and practice sessions were
crucial for ensuring that presentation,
interaction, and feedback functions were
seamless for presenters and attendees.
Presenters were also requested to attend
practice sessions to receive guidance on
the structure and logistical formatting of
their formal sessions.

The LOC ran the three-day online con-
ference from a UON teaching space of
sufficient size to accommodate physical
distancing for those present. This allowed
for concise and effective communica-
tion both before and during live sessions,
resulting in a seamless and professional
experience for conference attendees. A
rotating roster of Zoom roles (including
backups) further facilitated smooth ses-
sions by allowing technical glitches to be
promptly resolved without affecting the
attendee experience.

Social media platforms were used to
enhance the reach of the new conference
and to promote key information, such as
significant dates, keynote speakers, and
website URLs. An electronic conference
program with embedded session-specific
Zoom links was created to facilitate fast
and easy attendee access to each ses-
sion. Zoom links and calendar invites
were also provided in the days leading
up to the conference, further facilitating
a prompt and simplified process for join-
ing each session.

CONFERENCE SESSION

TYPES AND FORMATS

Moving online meant rethinking confer-
ence session formats. The goal was to pro-
vide a short, punchy, and engaging online
program that did not sacrifice confer-
ence content, despite the constraints of
online delivery. The adopted program,
which featured reimagined versions of
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the planned in-person sessions, con-
sisted of four technical session formats:
the opening keynote address, express
courses, lightning presentations, and a
closing panel discussion. There was also
one social, speed-networking session.
We used the Zoom Webinar feature
for the technical sessions. It provided
video participation for session chairs
and presenters/panelists, with delegates
limited to a “view, listen, and message”
mode. The technical sessions retained
many standard conference elements.
Session chairs provided introductions,
and asked/facilitated
questions; presenters/panelists presented

managed time,

their slides and work and/or contributed
to panel discussions.

The networking session used Zoom
Meeting, which allowed all participants
to communicate and interact via video,
audio, and messaging.

Keynote Address

The conference keynote was the first ses-
sion of the online conference. Given that
only one keynote session was planned,
the speaker was chosen to cover a topic
that most early career coastal scientists
and engineers would not have had much
exposure to but that would be highly rele-
vant to all: the legal and financial liability
associated with climate change and how it
can be a driver to effect change. The key-
note address was presented by an indus-
try professional, giving students some
insight into careers in industry.

Lightning Presentations

The condensed online program meant
that the time available for presentations
was significantly reduced. However, the
LOC was committed to providing a plat-
form for all who had submitted abstracts
for the in-person conference, in addition
to facilitating additional abstract submis-
sions for those who could now attend
the online conference. The standard in-
person, 15-minute presentation format
was no longer feasible, so the “Three-
Minute Thesis” (elevator pitch) model
was chosen to maximize the number of

presentations per session, while still using
a delivery convention familiar to most.

Four 60-minute “lightning presenta-
tion” sessions were scheduled, each cov-
ering a different theme. Presenters were
allocated five minutes: three minutes to
present their work (one slide only) and
two minutes for questions. A PowerPoint
slide template was provided to presenters,
with the final presentation returned to the
LOC prior to the conference. The LOC
compiled slide sets for each session to
ensure smooth transitions between pre-
senters and avoid time delays or technical
issues that could have arisen had present-
ers been required to share their screens.

A timer feature was placed on each slide
to help manage the tight, non-standard
timeframes. This allowed both the pre-
senter and LOC session chair to monitor
the time and ensured sessions were kept
to schedule. Sessions were run in a similar
way to those in an in-person conference
format, with a session chair introducing
the session and theme and each presenter
in turn. Attendees were informed of the
format of the session, the general rules,
and the process for asking questions at the
beginning of each session.

The lightning presentation format
resulted in brief and engaging presenta-
tions that showcased key aspects of pre-
senters’ research in an informal environ-
ment and reached a broader audience
than would have been possible at a tra-
ditional in-person conference. Attendees
used the chat function to provide feed-
back and ask questions. The LOC was able
to communicate directly with attendees
and respond to questions within the chat.

Express Courses

Several pre-conference workshops were
originally planned to provide dele-
gates with in-depth learning opportu-
nities. Recognizing that all-day work-
shops were not suited to an online
format, the subject matter and learning
content were transitioned using the for-
mat of express courses—short seminar/
introductory “how to” types of profes-
sional courses. The intent was to provide



attendees with a practical introduction
and learning experience on a topic that
would enable them to undertake further
independent learning should they wish
to. Again, online engagement and inter-
action was high, with delegates using the
chat and Q&A messaging tools.

Panel Discussion

The online conference closed with a panel
discussion on “how to navigate a career
in coastal geoscience and engineering,’
designed to benefit the core target audi-
ence. The session provided information
to early career researchers/profession-
als on the wide variety of potential career
pathways available within coastal geosci-
ence and engineering and enabled pan-
elists to share their advice on navigating
a career in these varied fields based on
their experiences. The four panelists were
selected to represent a broad cross section
of the coastal geoscience and engineering:
a variety of fields (science, engineering,
and management) and sectors (academic,
government, consulting, and small busi-
ness), male and female (two women, two
men), and different career stages (middle
to established). The session proved to be
highly interactive, with the four panelists
answering live questions from the chair,
who relayed delegate questions posted via
the Q&A tool.

Interactions and Engagement
The opening keynote, express course,
lightning presentation, and panel discus-
sion sessions were all held using Zoom
Webinar. One primary benefit of Zoom
Webinar is that it permits differentia-
tion between hosts/panelists and attend-
ees, with the latter unable to turn on their
webcams or microphones, thus prevent-
ing interruptions. It also has a built-in
Q&A tool that allows attendees to pose
questions for direction to the speaker by
the session chair. The ability to up-vote
questions provides session chairs with
the ability to prioritize the most popu-
lar questions, allowing the presenters to
focus on their responses.

Attendees could also use the text-

based chat function for discussion or
informal communication without inter-
rupting the flow of the session. The use of
the chat tool was encouraged by the ses-
sion chairs and promoted by LOC mem-
bers, who posted comments and open-
ended questions that sought participant
feedback and helped foster engagement.
While Zoom Webinar would likely scale
well for larger events, disadvantages
include a lack of transparency for attend-
ees regarding who else is attending the
session and the number of attendees.

Speed Networking

Conference networking was the in-person
conference aspect that needed the most
inventive solution in the transition to
online. For early career researchers and
students, networking is an invaluable
aspect of attending conferences and was
a key goal of this conference. The solu-
tion was formed from the idea of marry-
ing speed dating and online “breakout
room” concepts that committee members
had used in recent teaching experiences.
The 60-minute networking session was
run through Zoom Meeting, as opposed
to Zoom Webinar, and consisted of four
Attendees
commenced the session in the “main

breakout room rotations.
room” where details of the session were
explained. Attendees were then randomly
assigned to breakout rooms with four to
five others for approximately 15 minutes.
This amount of time was sufficient to
enable all attendees in a room to introduce
themselves and have a brief discussion
to enable networking, while also keep-
ing the session dynamic. The session ran
toward the end of the conference schedule
so that many attendees had already given
lightning presentations and were known
to others. Between each breakout room
rotation, all attendees were brought back
together in the main room, enabling the
LOC to maintain communications with
everyone. The LOC also had the ability
to move between rooms and, therefore, to
moderate all of them. All attendees even-
tually returned to the main room for the
conclusion of the session.

CONFERENCE OUTCOMES
Attendance at the inaugural AusYCSEC
event exceeded expectations; more than
double the number of participants orig-
inally estimated for an in-person con-
ference joined the three-day online
event for a total of 178 unique attend-
ees. These numbers compare well to
other, more mature coastal conference
series in Australia (e.g., the 28th Annual
NSW Coastal Conference attracted
~250 delegates in 2019). Further, atten-
dance numbers did not decline as the con-
ference progressed, with an average of 72
(st. dev. = 15) attendees in each session.

The online platform increased acces-
sibility by removing or decreasing bar-
riers typically associated with in-person
conferences, including geographical dis-
tances, time commitments, and financial
costs. The decision to remove registration
fees was made to increase attendance/
engagement in the conference series. This
was possible due to the minimal costs
associated with running an online event
(e.g., no catering expense). Additionally,
as the conference was the inaugural
event, holding the first iteration freely
online provided publicity and a plat-
form for increasing the success of future,
in-person AusYCSEC conferences.

Original expectations were that the in-
person conference would attract mostly
local to regional delegates; however, tran-
sitioning online significantly extended its
geographical reach with attendees join-
ing from Oceania, Asia, Europe, North
America, and South America. The major-
ity of the attendees were Australian
based, with good representation from
New Zealand (6%) and Indonesia (3%).
For other conferences being held online
that are aiming for a more global reach,
further consideration would be required
for the scheduling of any synchro-
nous sessions.

Opverall, the conference was positively
received by attendees, with 100% of sur-
vey respondents rating the conference
as either “good,” “great,” or “excellent,
and 100% indicating they would attend
future conferences in this series (n = 35).
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Feedback reflecting the overall positive

response included:

= “Short talks were awesome, ran really
smoothly and not death by Zoom!”

= “The panel discussion was excellent,
and I appreciated the seamless coordi-
nation of an online event. This was one
of the most professionally run online
events I have attended since we began
working remotely. Well done!”

= “So well organized. Great topics
including breadth. The format really
worked, including the speed network-
ing, and the way the IT was handled
was very professional. Best I have seen
in this new world”

Constructive feedback was also
received, with some finding the lighting
presentations too compressed and oth-
ers commenting that they would have
preferred to know who else was in atten-
dance during the Zoom Webinar-based
sessions. Despite this feedback, the col-
lective response was generally supportive
of the adopted format.

A key, long-term goal of the AusYCSEC
series is to provide a new and sustain-
able forum that specifically benefits the
next generation of coastal scientists and
engineers in Australia. The success of
the inaugural event has set the confer-
ence series in good stead toward achiev-
ing this goal.

LESSONS LEARNED AND THE
BENEFITS OF GOING ONLINE
While metrics and feedback are import-
ant, they don't necessarily provide an
evaluation of performance against strat-
egy or goals. With the overarching mis-
sion of the AusYCSEC conference series
to “connect, foster, and showcase the next
generation,” it’s imperative to ask if these
aims were achieved and if the online for-
mat helped or hindered attaining them.

Connecting the Next Generation

Networking, a key benefit of conferences
typically happens during social events,
session breaks, and on the sidelines of
in-person conferences. An online con-
ference does not provide these physical
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settings to facilitate networking, so a key
challenge with transitioning online was
to provide virtual networking oppor-
tunities. The “speed networking” ses-
sion was designed to fill this gap and was
well attended and well received. Many
attendees noted how the structured ses-
sion, with randomly allocated small
breakout groups and loosely structured
talking points, provided an easy frame-
work for meeting others regardless of
their career levels or areas of expertise.
Advantageously, it also removed some
of the challenges associated with engag-
ing with other, unfamiliar attendees in
an unstructured social setting such as
those common at in-person conferences
with attendees indicating that they met
people they would not have felt com-
fortable introducing themselves to at an
in-person event. The random allocation
to breakout rooms encouraged network-
ing with people in different fields, further
removing barriers within the commu-
nity. This format would likely work well
for any group wanting to foster connec-
tions between members.

Fostering the Next Generation

Providing a supportive environment that
develops skills and expertise, dissemi-
nates knowledge, and provides mentor-
ing opportunities is critical for a confer-
ence that targets students and early career
researchers and practitioners. The confer-
ence content and program were curated
to provide opportunities for attend-
ees to build skills through the express
courses, gain knowledge in cutting-edge
research through the lightning presen-
tation sessions, and receive career guid-
ance through the panel discussion. In
particular, the panel discussion provided
attendees with advice on a range of top-
ics, including career progression, appli-
cation of coastal knowledge to techni-
cal and policy challenges, essential “soft”
and “hard” skillsets, and the importance
of networks/relationships. Both the panel
discussion and the technical workshops
benefited from the online format, allow-
ing the LOC to look further afield for pre-

senters and panelists who would other-
wise have been unable to present at an
in-person conference, resulting in more
varied and internationally significant ses-
sions for the attendees.

Showcasing the Next Generation
Showcasing the work of the next genera-
tion of coastal scientists and engineers is
a key goal of this conference series. The
transition to online greatly increased
attendance numbers and the reach of
the conference in terms of the geograph-
ical locations and career progressions
of attendees, thus enhancing the expo-
sure of students, early career research-
ers, and young professional presenters
and their work. Unexpectedly, the con-
ference received strong engagement
from senior members of the Australian
coastal community, with several indi-
cating they would have been unlikely to
attend an in-person event due to time
and financial commitments but happily
attended the online event due to easier
access. This further enhanced the expo-
sure of the presenters, as conferences
of this type (i.e., those primarily target-
ing students and early career research-
ers and practitioners, which often focus
on networking) are typically less appeal-
ing to senior members of the community.
In summary, the online format increased
the size and breadth of the audience, thus
helping to further showcase work from
the next generation.

Other Factors of Success

Several other factors also likely contrib-
uted to the success of the online confer-
ence, including: (1) attendees’ familiarity
with online video conferencing platforms
after several months of remote working,
(2) existence of an engaged and enthu-
siastic target audience, (3) a clear gap
in the conference market because of the
pandemic, (4) a local desire for an event
specifically targeted at students and early
career researchers and practitioners, and
(5) a committed volunteer LOC who con-
tributed time, effort, and energy to ensure
goals, targets, and deadlines were met.



WHAT NEXT?

The challenging process of transitioning
the conference online would not have
occurred without necessity. However, the
significant advantages and positive les-
sons learned from this online format will
be taken forward as this conference series
evolves. The online format clearly has
benefits such as those described above,
along with others such as reduced carbon
footprints (e.g., Klower et al., 2020). The
novel format was appreciated by the vast
majority of attendees, with 97% of those
who provided feedback indicating they
would like to see future conferences have
either a mixed online/in-person for-
mat or have the conference series toggle
between formats in alternating years.
However, there was also clear feedback
from attendees that future in-person
events in this conference series would
be popular (100% of survey respondents
said they would attend an in-person
event next year if one could be held).
Given this feedback, future conferences
in this series will likely always incorpo-
rate some online component. One exam-
ple of a mixed online/in-person for-
mat could be a series of short sessions
held in person but streamed online
to enable wider engagement and fur-
ther showcase students and early career
researchers as the schedule and ses-
sions described here did. For in-person
attendees, the longer gaps could be filled
with opportunities for extended presen-
tations (e.g., over accompanying post-
ers), field trips, and structured network-
ing (e.g., an in-person replication of
the speed networking described here).
Whether we can hold an in-person con-
ference in 2021 remains to be seen, but
the lessons learned from running the
first AusYCSEC online have certainly
changed how this conference series will
be run in future, resulting in conferences
that are more accessible and that better
meet their goals and objectives.
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