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INTRODUCTION

The global events industry was valued at USD 886.99 Billion in 2020, and the industry is expected
to double in value by 2028 (Verified Market Research 2020). The size of the industry ensures that
the issue of sustainability is essential for the global economy, the members of society who
support and attend events and the companies, organisations, and individuals that organise
events. This growth has the potential to further impact the environment as a considerable
amount of resources are used to create large events, so much so that there are claims that the
industry is wholly unsustainable (Tinnish & Mangal 2012).

It is within this context that the Joint Meetings Industry Council in 2021 committed to a net-zero
carbon emissions target for the global events industry of no later than 2050; this also included a
50% reduction in emissions by 2030 (Joint Meetings Industry Council 2021a). Over 180
organisations have pledged to reduce their emission (Joint Meetings Industry Council 2021b),
including Gallus Events.

The event industry net-zero commitment is part of a more comprehensive drive for a more
sustainable events industry. From the actions of the Joint Meetings Industry Council and event
organisers across the globe, there can no longer be business as usual if we are not only to reach a
net-zero carbon emissions position but also to do our part to ensure that we do not overload the
earth system by exceeding the planetary boundaries as defined by the Stockholm Research
Centre (2022). Net-zero is but one step in becoming a sustainable industry.

It is challenging to model the size and impact of the large and disparate global events industry.
Therefore, to develop more informative scenarios, this report will look at one of the largest parts
of the events industry, the business events industry, in one of the largest markets, the United
Kingdom (UK). The scenarios will, however, provide a useful thought exercise for any
well-developed economy in the global north.

As we focus on sustainability in the events industry, we must be conscious of calls of
greenwashing, a term used to suggest that organisations say one thing and then do another when
it comes to sustainability (Gatti et al. 2019). The event industry is currently discussing
sustainability and net-zero; however, we must find examples and solutions that demonstrate that
the associations, organisations, and individuals who make up the events industry can do more
than simply talk about action.

SCENARIO PLANNING

Scenario Planning is a method for thinking creatively about complex and uncertain futures. The
central idea of Scenario Planning is to consider a variety of possible futures that include many of
the critical uncertainties in a complex system, like the events industry, rather than to focus on the
accurate prediction of a single outcome. It is therefore important to state this clearly, that the
scenarios covered in this report and not predictions.

In this report, there are two scenarios. A business as usual (BAU) scenario and a sustainable events
transition scenario (SET).
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CRITICAL UNCERTAINTIES

Critical uncertainties are unstable or unpredictable and are likely to have a significant impact on
any scenario planning. The report identifies five critical uncertainties for the UK business events
industry:

1. The speed and quality of technological advancement to support more “realistic”
event-like experiences.
2. Consumer habits, for example, decoupling attending a work conference from
extending a visit to explore the destination.
3. The decisions and actions of shareholders, owners, and employees in the events
industry to support sustainability measures.
4. The decisions and actions of stakeholders to support or to work against the events
industry, for example, will hotels dramatically reduce prices to encourage more people to
travel to events?
5. The impact of climate change on the infrastructure, community and broader society
that supports and protects the UK event industry.

KEY INDICATORS

A number of key indicators will help inform the events industry’s progress towards a more
sustainable future across the environment, society, and the economy:

Local (affecting the
ten popular business
destinations in the
UK):

Air pollution Cost of rental properties Business events
infrastructure

Regional/National: Number of physical
attendees from the UK.

Number of virtual
attendees

Unemployment in the
events industry

Global: Level of Green House
Gas (GHG) emissions

Number of physical
attendees from outside
the UK
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DPSIR FRAMEWORK FOR THE UK BUSINESS EVENTS INDUSTRY

This simple model helps frame the interrelated relationships that affect the number of events
that take place in the UK. Events have a significant impact on local, regional, and national society
and economies as well as the local, regional, national and global environments.

Diagram 1.

The actions of the event organiser and their stakeholders increase the pressures that lead to climate
change. These pressures have a direct impact at the local level within ‘destination’ towns and cities, at a
regional and national level, and impact the global ecosystem.
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STAKEHOLDERS

Defining the relationship between stakeholders in the UK Business Events Industry is crucial to
understanding the depth and complexity of the industry becoming more sustainable.

Diagram 2.

The Event Organiser is at the heart of the events industry, and they have three main relationships. Box 1.
Organisations that support events with physical or virtual products and services. Box 2. Customers
(sometimes via a client). Box 3. Infrastructure that supports individuals from Boxes 1 and 2. Black arrows -
direct relationships between organiser and stakeholders. Red Arrows - Direct relationships between
stakeholders (not always mediated by the organiser). Grey Arrows: This economic and social interaction
leads to outputs at the local, regional/national, and global levels
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SCENARIO PLANNING

Scenario synopsis business as usual (BAU)

2030 - The number of physical business events continued to grow, and domestic and
international audiences continued to travel to physical events. Most domestic attendees flew
when distances were >250 miles, used public transport when commuting to local events, <20
miles, or drove distances between 20 miles and 250 miles. Companies within the business events
industry encouraged the much more valuable international traveller (Cities Restart 2021), and
international attendees increased 40% - 50% by 2030 (Cities Restart 2021).

Air pollution continued to be an issue in the UK’s destination towns and cities (The Guardian
2022). The events industry missed the 2030 net-zero interim target, with emissions dropping to
only 40% compared to the base year. The pressure continued to build on housing as short-term
rental property used for business travellers pushed up the rent for homes (Garcia-López 2020).
The strain continued on public transport and on roads (European Parliament 2018). More hotels
were built to house the thousands of extra delegates and guests, and two new medium-sized
event complexes were completed, squeezing out other forms of land use.

The UK events industry followed its perpetual growth model and was unable to decouple the
growth of an event from an increase in resource use and waste; therefore, organisers made little
progress towards the industry playing a role in a green economy. However, most event venues
and companies followed many large hotel chains (Eco-Business 2019) in becoming single-use
plastic-free.

2040 - There was a fall in physical attendee numbers as companies strove for their own net-zero
targets. The industry began to shrink as job losses, lower returns to investors, and falling
investment compounded the cost of carbon offsets now at $50 per tonne (UCL 2021). The
reduction in profit affected the industry’s role in a greener economy, with waste and resource use
decreasing less than 2% per year. Large facilities started to fall into disrepair, and destination
towns saw some hospitality venues close. Housing became marginally cheaper, and less stress
was felt on local and national transport infrastructure.

The impact of climate change became more evident in the UK. A global average temperature of
almost 1.5 degrees Celsius above pre-industrial levels (Carbon Brief 2021) led to more severe
weather events (Bayers et al. 2018) in the UK with flooding affecting several destination cities,
which closed several hotels for months and stopped public transport for short periods. Storm
damage affected several large venues forcing weeks of closures. The continued land-use changes
across the UK, including more homes and hotels built on floodplains and green belts and more
land being used to grow biofuel crops, placed more stress on fresh water supplies, especially in
London and the south of England.

The UK Business Events Industry 2050 5



2050 - As the globe headed towards 2 degrees of global warming (Carbon Brief 2021)
environmental pressures mounted on a worldwide population. Technology could not remove
carbon from the atmosphere anywhere near the level needed to reverse global warming, electric
planes were still heavily limited by battery capacity, and most biofuels were viewed as
unnecessary use of land (Escobar et al. 2009). Many industries and nations failed to reach their
net-zero targets, including the events industry.

People chose to prioritise social and family contact above work, which is now mainly a remote
activity with AI, robotics, and automation replacing many manual jobs as the UK transitioned to a
service economy and this greatly affected the number of people travelling to work or attending
work-related events. Travel was almost exclusively for leisure or to attend family or social
gatherings. In response, most business events moved to a virtual environment supported by an
infrastructure mainly based in the US, Israel, and Australia. The UK-based event organisers lost
out to less carbon-intensive virtual event suppliers who had been developing infrastructure for
the past two decades. The industry's value in the UK dropped to 50% of base year value, and the
industry found itself in a very precarious position.

Scenario synopsis sustainable events transition (SET)

2030 - The UK industry started to take sustainability seriously and realised they were dealing with
a complex system (Liu et al. 2015) that needed the implementation of a wide variety of
sustainable solutions, not only a net-zero target. The industry bodies looked for leverage points
that would make a significant difference and concentrated on creating a new paradigm
(Meadows 1999) by encouraging and supporting organisers to focus on the day-to-day actions
towards sustainability, for example, fully embracing a nudge mentality (Lehner et al. 2015) by
offering the most sustainable options to attendees. Taking a bottom-up and a top-down
approach, the industry started to decarbonise its supply chain by demanding organisations of
more than ten members of staff adopt the Event Industry Council Sustainability Standards (Event
Industry Council 2022). Large venues felt the ‘sustainable heat’ put on by the business events
industry, and most large venues moved towards 100% renewable energy for all of their
operations - not just business events but other types of events - implemented 0% waste to landfill
policies, and implemented water and energy-saving strategies across their complexes. Other
large stakeholders fell in line with the sustainability drive led by the UK business events industry.

As well as focusing on the 3Rs reduce, reuse and recycle, within physical events, the industry
encouraged a move towards re-directing the human need to meet by proactively promoting,
marketing and researching virtual meetings and events.

The number of events remained at 2023 levels, with 10% taking place purely virtually. Physical
attendee numbers dropped 20%, and international attendees dropped 25%. Owing to the
significant impact of carbon emissions from flights, event companies started to prioritise
domestic attendees to their physical events. International attendees were encouraged to attend
‘hybrid’ / ‘virtual’ and ‘pod’ events. To cope with the demand for virtual experiences including
events, the UK technology industry was boosted and supported by strong growth from the
domestic market as the largest event companies invested heavily in virtual meetings technology
and had already started to see the benefits of this interdependent relationship, basing their
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approach on the major record labels relationships with leading music streaming platforms
(Rolling Stone 2020).

There was still a vibrant and varied supply chain for events, but some physical events suppliers
left the sector. Income from international travel dropped substantially by 30%, and many
destination cities saw income from the associated spend from events fall, negatively impacting
some businesses.

The UK business events industry fell short of its 2030 target of reducing emissions by 50%.

2040 - Most companies moved their events into a fast-improving virtual world, with
technology-led environments like the ‘metaverse’ (Sparkes 2021) a very viable option for ‘doing
business’. The lack of emissions associated with physical events significantly removed pressure
for carbon offsets, and the industry remained profitable. 70% of events took place virtually, while
most of the remainder of other events took the form of pod events. The industry took its place,
leading a low carbon, low resource use, low waste transition to a green economy.

The impact of climate change was becoming more obvious in the UK, but with less demand from
the business events industry, several destination cities and venues had been able to re-target
planned infrastructure spending to undertake more climate mitigation, concentrating on
nature-based solutions that created a buffer for many of the more severe weather events
(Stafford et. al 2020). More homes were occupied for more of the year as the demand for
short-term rents reduced, and most destination cities saw a steading of rents and prices for
homes.

Following major industry-wide campaigns, most attendees attended events remotely and those
who did travel used low/zero-emissions methods and tended to participate in local or regional
‘hub’ events. Resource use, for example, textiles for carpets and furniture, vinyl and plastics for
signage and promotions, and wood and metal for exhibition stands, reduced significantly by up
to 80%. The infrastructure stress on destination cities was reduced. Planned hotels became
homes. Air pollution was reduced, and carbon emissions from the UK events industry fell year on
year for the last decade. The UK events industry changed its net-zero carbon target to 2045 and
operated on a much more sustainable footing.

2050 - The UK business events Industry only offset around 10% of its baseline emissions. The
event tech industry in the UK received a considerable boost with demand for platforms and
remote tech solutions to promote the more sustainable hybrid/virtual formats bringing new jobs
and investment into a booming sector while providing another revenue stream for the events
industry whose investments in technology was now a significant source of income.

200,000sqm previously taken up by events infrastructure was changed to alternative land use,
including carbon sequestration.
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TRENDS IN THE UK BUSINESS EVENTS INDUSTRY

The following trends will explore the transition to sustainability for the UK business events
industry. 1. Greenhouse gas emissions. 2. Resource use includes power, water, wood, plastics,
and metals. 3. Food & beverage waste. 4. Physical attendee numbers. 5. Virtual attendee
numbers. 6. Size of the industry. Charts based on 100% base year 2023

Chart 1. Chart 2.

Chart 3. Chart 4.

Chart 5. Chart 6.

Charts 1,2 and 3. In the SET scenario, reduction post 2040 is based on an event industry similar in size
compared to BAU which sees reduction caused by a declining industry. Chart 4 In both scenarios, the
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number of physical attendees drops significantly but is much more manageable in the SET scenario. Under
the BAU scenario, the industry hangs onto physical attendees until 2040. Chart 5 Under BAU scenario,
waiting so long to target virtual attendees and build the infrastructure and skills have left the industry
unable to grab the ‘global’ attendee. Chart 6 Under SET the industry is well prepared to target virtual
attendees and sees a manageable growth of attendees and revenue. Under BAU the UK industry

faces collapse.

CONCLUSION

The desire for infinite growth of physical events in the business as usual scenario is the
fundamental weakness concerning sustainability for the events industry. The industry is heavily
dependent on non-renewable resource use, GHG emissions from energy use, travel, food and
beverages, and transport and cannot decouple this resource use and waste from ever-larger
events. Therefore, a successful sustainable transition seems unlikely unless there is a wholesale
move to the virtual space even more rapid than outlined in the sustainable events transition
scenario.

It is human nature to socialise and to exchange ideas (D’Ausilio et al. 2015), but the unavoidable
issue with large physical events is that they are ‘resource-consuming gatherings’ Hagen (2021)
which makes a truly sustainable journey a huge challenge. To achieve a sustainable transition,
the UK events industry has to greatly increase the number of virtual and hybrid events and the
number of virtual attendees while scaling back the number of physical events and physical
attendees. It also has to de-prioritise the international visitor. It is, therefore, necessary to think
about redirecting this demand to a more sustainable way to meet. Following the COVID
pandemic, event attendees became aware of the effectiveness of virtual events (Bottanelli et al.
2020) and virtual events are set to play an important role in running sustainable events as they
consume fewer carbon emissions (Milić et al. 2020) and also use considerably fewer resources,
for example, a virtual exhibition stand can replace tonnes of materials and carbon emissions
created by a physical stand. Virtual options for attendees must play a role in the sustainability
roadmap for the UK events industry from 2022.

Despite some event organisers genuine commitment to sustainability, the environmental impact
of their events is set to increase as their shows grow, providing evidence that the overall resource
use and GHG emissions of large business events and the associated resource use and emissions
from support services are unsustainable. There is an event elephant in the room: that more
resource-efficient venues, better recycling and reuse policies by suppliers, and more sustainable,
conscious participants can produce more sustainable events; however, they will always be
resource-heavy undertakings in comparison to virtual events which have proved to be a success
for many communities (Bottanelli 2020).

The UK Business Events Industry 2050 9



DEFINITIONS

Pod events - local or regional physical hubs that mirror to some extent the actions and interactions of an
event in another location, normally a larger gathering.
Hybrid events - events that have both physical attendees and virtual attendees.
Physical events - events that have physical attendees.
Physical attendees - attendees attending an event in person.
Virtual events - events that take place wholly online.
Virtual attendees - events that have only online attendees.
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Gallus Event Limited is an event consultancy company
specialising in meeting design, sustainability and virtual
events and under its training arm, the Virtual Event Campus,
offers training and education for event professionals.
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www.virtualeventcampus.com 
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