
December 2023

Out with the new,  
in with the old?

Is congress going back to simpler times – 

and missing opportunities on the way?

2023 Healthcare Professional Congress Experience Report



02

Foreword
THEN… 

Between 2020 and 2021, the International 

Pharmaceutical Congress Advisory Association 

(IPCAA) and global healthcare events specialist, 

Ashfield Event Experiences, teamed up to 

conduct a two-part study.  

Together, we published our findings in a 

report, Healthcare Professionals’ Experiences 

of Virtual Congress. 

Sharing insights from over 600 global healthcare 

professionals (HCPs), the two studies provided 

‘an understanding of people’s experiences 

of the virtual congresses they attended 

during lockdown. 

We now understand that the pivot to virtual 

opened up congress participation to a more 

diverse pool of HCPs, broadening the congress 

demographic in all parts of the globe.  

The lockdowns enforced behavioural changes 

in every sphere of our lives – social, geopolitical, 

environmental, economic. After lockdowns were 

lifted, some changes stayed; some were quickly 

dropped; and some shed away gradually. 

…AND NOW

Four years on, we want to find out how much 

the changes to the congress experience are 

sticking, what that means for our industry and 

how we can respond.

THERE ARE NEW 
QUESTIONS TO ASK 

•  Is the value of in-person 
congresses in decline?

•  Is the traditional format for 
information exchange outdated?   

•  How has the congress experience 
evolved to date? 
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In this joint IPCAA 

and Ashfield Event 

Experiences report, 

we answer 

these questions 

and more.  
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Our survey panel

n=275 x 20-minute quantitative online surveys with HCPs

Method

We collected data from 275 GPs and consultants (the typical prescriber congress audience) via a 20-minute 

quantitative online survey plus additional verbatims which HCPs wrote in response to the question: 

Please think about the international medical congresses that you will attend (either in person and/ 

or virtually) in the next 12 months. What do you hope to gain from attending the congresses?

Oncologists

Cardiologists

Neurologists

Primary care physicians

Infectious disease specialists
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Why do HCPs  attend congress?
First, content…

According to our survey of 275 HCPs, the most 

valuable outcome of attending congress, 

whether in-person or virtual, is the opportunity 

to learn and keep up to date with new 

developments and the latest thinking. 

This isn’t new. Five years ago, HCPs declared 

congresses or meetings their preferred channel for 

accessing medical education content (AEE, 2018). 

It’s not an anomaly either; in a new publication 

by EPG Health, 75% of HCPs rated congresses a 

‘critical’ or ‘very important’ source of information 

for clinical practice (EPG Health, 2023). 

The statistics speak but respondents also told us 

in their own words what content they want from 

their congress experience:

Then, connections…

In lockdown, HCPs missed the ability to network. Today, they rank 

‘broaden their network & connect with other experts’ and ‘raise & 

maintain their professional profile’ as the second and third most 

valuable outcomes of attending congress.

However, during the pandemic, over 60% of virtual attendees didn’t 

even attempt to network as part of their virtual congress experience. 

Reasons cited were a low level of expectation and lack of time (IPCAA 

& AEE, 2020-21)..

HCPs were asked to rank the outcomes of 
attending international medical congresses  
on their level of value:

Learn and keep up to date with new 
developments and the latest thinking

Broaden my network and connect 
with other experts in my field

Raise or maintain my professional profile

58%

12%

11%

Learn about the latest 

recommendations and 

therapeutic advances and discuss 

information with colleagues.

Cardiologist, FR

Update on new studies, especially 

new treatment methods and 

diagnostics from those with 

first-hand experience.

Neurologist, DE

Network with colleagues 

in my specialty, learn best 

practices from others, 

meet with industry 

and pharmaceutical 

representatives relevant 

to my practice.” 

Infectious Disease Specialist, US

Networking with 

other doctors and 

pharmaceutical 

companies, keeping 

up to date on 

developments.

Oncologist, UK

Connect with international colleagues, 

updates, promoting my research.

Neurologist, IT

Research data, international 

guidelines, new recommendations 

regarding evaluation and Rx of 

illnesses, and new techniques that are 

recommended by key leaders outside 

of the US.

Cardiologist, US 



Does the return of F2F mean  
saying goodbye to virtual?
Before lockdown, HCPs attended 4 congresses per 

year on average, or 8.4 in a 24-month period (AEE, 2019). 

When that stopped, they missed it.

Now face-to-face (F2F) congresses are back, it finally fulfils 

a wish that 84% of HCPs shared in lockdown: that they 

would have preferred to go in person to the congresses 

they attended virtually (IPCAA & AEE, 2020-21). 

But post-lockdown, we’ve found that HCPs once again 

attended about 4 international medical congresses per 

year, but this time they attended half of these virtually.  

Cutting down

What raises more questions is the respondents’ intentions 

for the next 12 months. HCPs plan to attend one less 

congress, and the one they will drop will be virtual.

This predicted reduction in virtual attendance (2023, n=2; 2024, n=1) could be partly attributed to people liking in-person 

congresses more and missing them in lockdown – but we can’t rule out other factors. There’s the perceived ‘second-

class’ status of the virtual attendee, and the real cost of virtual registration:

ESTEEM 68%  
feel that virtual  

attendees are considered  

less important 
PRICE

90%  
say registration fees  

for virtual congresses  

have risen since lockdown

Consumers choose how to invest their time and money – and no one wants to feel undervalued 

as an attendee while paying an increasing price. 
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Part of a bigger problem?

Our new data corroborates this: 

With registration costs going up, and sponsorship going down, 

something doesn’t add up. 

More and more HCPs choose between paying out out of their own pocket 

to attend… or missing out on this primary source of medical education. 

82%  say I would attend more  

if I received sponsorship

If we view the forecast as a reduction in overall congress 
attendance (from 4 to 3) it begs the question: why?

Perhaps because there is less sponsorship being made available to fund 

HCP attendance.  

During this year’s IPCAA Seminar on Compliance, MCI Group observed a significant 

decrease in the number of HCPs being sponsored – and it’s happening across 

the congresses they organise on behalf of Medical Societies (IPCAA, 2023).  

We cannot underestimate the value HCPs place on direct sponsorship.  

said their attendance would significantly decrease 

if direct sponsorship was withdrawn (AEE, 2019).57%

of HCPs strongly agree they would attend more 

international medical congresses if they received 

sponsorship invitations from pharmaceutical 

companies. 

82%
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The forgotten delegate

Is valuable progress being undone?

The option to attend congress virtually democratised medical 

education, enabling tens of thousands more HCPs to benefit, 

without the cost and commitment of travelling.

Yet, the pendulum has swung dramatically from virtual- 

only… to virtual taking a back seat. Medical societies have either 

substantially cut real-time virtual access, or simply pulled 

the plug – particularly speciality associations with smaller 

congresses and fewer members worldwide.

In 2020-21, 
41% predicted they’d attend 

congresses in combination 

i.e. in person or virtually 

(IPCAA & AEE, 2020-21)

41%

In 2022, 
51% expected to attend 

at least some congresses 

virtually in the future 

(TCEG, 2022)

51%

In 2021,  
only 6% of pharma companies 

and 8% of medical societies 

were expecting a full-scale 

return to pre-pandemic 

congress formats (IPCAA, 2021)

6%

Pharma companies 

and medical societies 

had also fully 

expected for virtual 

to endure.

This fails to serve the HCPs 

who said they would continue 

attending online congresses 

post-pandemic. 

Progress has been 

reversed in 

favour of physical 

attendance.

What will happen the 
year after that?

Remember, HCPs still 

anticipate attending 

1 virtual congress 

in the next 12 months. 
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What do HCPs think of 
the virtual experience?

Virtual congress, through their eyes

The ease and quality of the virtual attendee experience has been 

getting better, now that the industry has advanced past the 

steepest part of the learning curve in 2020.

For the flexibility

HCPs value both on-demand and livestreams, although 

twice as many plan to play catch up than join live. 

This suggests that audiences maintain the expectation to 

access both options, for personal preference and convenience.

EASIER

83%  
say accessing medical 

congress content online 

is easier post-pandemic

76%  
say the virtual congress 

attendee interface and 

experience has improved
BETTER
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Content over connections

HCPs attending congresses virtually favour 

content over connections. There is little 

appetite to network with peers, key opinion 

leaders (KOLs) or reps online. This runs counter to 

what was established earlier: that networking is 

ranked as the second highest value of congress.

Convenience over impact

Time and cost strongly influence the  

decision to opt for virtual. Consumer choice 

looms large in attendee’s minds, even more 

than the potential gains. 

Top 3 reasons to attend virtually:

3. 
 Virtual allows me to 

attend more events

1. 
I find it difficult to take 

time off work

2. 
 It’s expensive to 

attend in person

What do virtual 
attendees value?
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Is F2F worth the  
environmental price tag?

In-person medical education costs CO₂  

At the 2022 IPCAA Annual Members Meeting, Dara 

Conlon, Executive Vice President of EURETINA, provided 

a staggering insight:

To frame it another way, the environmental impact 

measurement tool TRACE found 92% of all CO₂ emissions 

generated from EURETINA 2022 came from air travel 

(IPCAA, 2022).

Sustainability is on HCPs’ minds…

The convenience of the option to attend virtually has partly 

contributed to in-person attendance dropping from 2019 

(n=4) to 2023 (n=2).

But a modest 7% of HCPs rank environmental impact as 

a primary factor in their decision to attend virtually. 

When surveyed on their feelings about sustainability, 64% 

of HCPs strongly agreed that sustainability is an important 

consideration when deciding whether to attend in person. 

…but not enough to withdraw from F2F

Despite this sentiment, attendance projections in 2024 (n=2), 

mirror that of 2023 (n=2) – demonstrating that HCPs are 

not willing to let go of the in person congress experience. 

Based on these actions, HCPs must consider the 

educational value of attending in-person great enough 

to forego attending virtually – and compromise on 

environmental impact.  

The HCPs helped us answer this…

This bears a challenge the industry 

must accept: how will we limit the 

environmental impact of in-person 

congress attendance?

The CO₂ emissions 

generated by 1 attendee 

travelling from one 

European city to another 

is comparable to the 

CO₂ emissions of 

hosting 2,000 

virtual attendees.
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HCPs are open to more environmentally conscious actions, which they rated by 

the likelihood they’d adopt them. More than half of respondents said they’d 

be ‘highly likely’ to bring water bottles, use refill stations and use reusable 

coffee cups. Fewer HCPs are keen on going meat-free, though. 

HCPs were asked to rate their likelihood of utilising 
measures to reduce their carbon footprint at an 
international medical congress

Would limit the use 

of single-use plastic 

Would utilise refillable  

water stations 

Would use a reusable  

coffee cup 

Would choose 

vegetarian or vegan 

meal options 

61% 60% 57% 29%

Getting to and from congress is known to be 

the lion’s share of its environmental impact, and 

HCPs are willing to change their travel habits too.

53%  
would use public transport 

instead of airport transfers

36%  
would avoid air travel if possible

Asking HCPs these simple questions at 

registration would be an effective way to 

manage service expectations and prime 

attendees to choose sustainable options, 

inviting them to help make the congress 

experience as environmentally friendly 

as it can be.

They’re willing to make  

sustainable choices 

12
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While individual actions add up, attendees are closely 

watching the actions of companies through the lens 

of sustainability.  

So we asked HCPs which measures they want to see 

pharmaceutical companies taking to reduce their 

carbon footprint at congress. 

Expectations are high, but positive actions and green 

initiatives are noticed and welcomed by HCPs.

They wish to see  

sustainable practices

said go paperless

said offer funding sponsorship 

for virtual attendance

said reduce the materials and 

size of exhibition stands

said host ancillary meetings 

to make the most of travel

70% agree that since the pandemic, 

pharmaceutical companies 

have increased their focus on 

sustainability initiatives at 

international congresses

47%

agree that pharmaceutical 

companies should do more  

to promote their sustainability 

initiatives at international 

congresses

67%

72%

67%

64%
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Are we making the most  
of the congress journey?

HCPs attend medical congresses for scientific content, innovations, 

ideas and exchange. The traditional face-to-face format has reliably 

provided an environment conducive to that. 

Pharma companies and medical societies have the opportunity 

to add value to this environment, in ways that serve attendees’ 

educational needs. 

Embracing this opportunity will be critical to 
the future relationship between the industry 
and HCPs.

But post-lockdown, we’ve found that HCPs once again attended 

about 4 international medical congresses per year, but this time 

they attended half of these virtually. 

Pre-congress

Intellectually prepared

99% of HCPs plan which sessions and activities they want to attend, 

often well in advance. 29% start to plan more than 8 weeks out.

We know HCPs like to plan. Pharma companies can make a great 

impression by helping them do it.

How companies communicate that information matters to HCPs.

Weeks to go

Congress

> 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

29% 23% 24% 23%

Email is the best preferred communication method for 64% 

of HCPs – possibly because it’s a reliable way to reach them. 

want to be informed of company’s 

onsite activities (IPCAA & AEE, 2020-21). 72%

Like the 2020-21 study found, the personal approach is still 

appreciated. 53% of the 2023 cohort ranked ‘in-person meetings 

with a medical science liaison representative or sales representative’ 

as a favoured method of congress communication, a comparable 

result to previous studies. 

Whilst 74% of HCPs are active social media users for congress 

content (IPCAA & AEE, 2020-21), socials are the least preferred 

channels for finding out about planned activities – possibly 

because announcements can get lost in the feed. Perhaps for 

similar reasons, advertisements on journals and forums also 

ranked low.
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At congress

Eager to maximise value

HCPs want to get the absolute most of out attending a congress. 

But responses revealed they place low value on exhibition booths 

and industry-sponsored symposia, compared with most other 

onsite activities and sources of medical content. 

HCPs were asked to rate sessions and activities 
at international medical congresses on their 
level of value

It hardly matters when, where, or who the 
sponsor is

There is a prevailing belief that pharmaceutical sponsorship of 

an activity or session does not affect HCPs’ decision to participate 

– only 12% say it influences them.

Logistical considerations like the time, location and duration 

of sessions make little impact either, with the exception of 

scheduling clashes.

This might look bad for pharma companies but remember what 

influences HCPs to participate is what they get out of it: the 

activity’s inherent value. 

HCPs rate the exhibition hall extremely 

high value to their congress experience1in3

say the chance to talk with reps affects 

their decision to attend and participate 

in sessions and activities
18%

76% of HCPs value interactions with industry 

as an important aspect of their congress 

(AEE, 2019)

We identified two influencing factors:

1. The format or type of activity

2. The quality of the scientific content

They’re there to learn

HCPs view an exhibition stand as a learning environment.

Booth staff are central to this – they need the skillsets and expertise 

to answer requests for information and positively contribute to 

HCP conversations. 

Booth staff selection and training both affect the HCP experience. 

How many medical and commercial? Should they all be local or 

brought in to represent attendee’s countries?

These are important considerations. Even so, the opportunity 

to converse with reps is deemed lower value than the scientific 

content itself, and that’s where we focus our attention next…

66% 39%

65% 29%

64% 29%

47% 29%

43%

Scientific 
session

Abstract 
session

Highlight 
session

Poster 
session

Educational 
session

Exhibit 
booth

Networking
Industry-

sponsored 
symposium

Keynote 
speech

15
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The real appeal of the 

exhibition hall

When deciding to visit a booth, the question in HCPs minds is 

whether these two things are relevant to their practice and patients:

The content’s relevance has more potential to create interest and 

footfall than the presence of interactive elements, patient-centric 

messaging, or the booth’s design and architecture.

The notion that catering and comfortable seating make HCPs 

want to visit is perhaps a misconception. When asked, HCPs told 

us these were low priority – only 8% and 5% ranked these as 

influencing their decision.

If the content is the real appeal, shouldn’t that carry through 

to virtual exhibition halls?

This is what you would hope for. Instead, digital imitations didn’t 

succeed with virtual attendees. We also established that networking, 

although it’s highly valued in person, had poor engagement uptake 

in virtual congress experiences.

HCPs were asked to rank factors that influence 
their decision to attend exhibit booths at 
international medical congresses 

Relevance 

of product 

information to 

my practice 

and patients

Relevance 

of trial data/

pipeline to my 

practice and 

patients

Interactive/

engaging 

elements on 

the booth

Patient-

centric 

messaging

Design and 

architecture

Hospitality

26% 22% 6%

4% 4%
2%

1.  Product information

2.  Clinical trial data and pipeline
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They’ll talk when they want to They know what symposia they like

There is an informality and a spontaneity to talking with 

booth reps, and HCPs enjoy having the autonomy to decide 

when and how they interact with pharma companies. 

Pre-scheduled appointments occupy the lowest rankings. 

Sessions with expert speakers hold the strongest appeal for HCPs, 

just as they did in previous studies. 

Besides communications, we polled several other factors that 

affect whether an HCP will attend and appreciate a symposium:

* Engaging with KOLs as social influencers to share news of your 

symposium may be an effective way to act on this insight. 

say a peer recommending the 

symposium strongly influences 

whether they attend*
52%

say a symposium should last 

no more than 45 minutes

highly value the opportunity 

to engage in discussion and 

debate with a panel

70%

63%
How to get the word out?  

Certain communications are more effective at motivating 

HCPs to attend a symposium.

Although none of these tactics alone will reach or motivate 

everyone, together they can form a strong omni-channel 

communications plan.

HCPs were asked to rank interaction preferences  

while attending international medical congresses

Industry-sponsored symposium 

Informal conversations on the booth

Pre-arranged meeting in a business suite 

Pre-arranged meeting on the booth 8%

32%

28%

10%

Invitation from the sponsor

Advertisement prior to the congress

Advertisement at the congress 

44%

23%

22%
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Across the board, the data shows very few HCPs have no interest  

in future communications.

Post-congress

Open inboxes and minds

Congresses are not single moments in time; they are peaks in a continual medical 

education offering HCPs depend on for their development. 

Think of a congress as a conversion opportunity. We know many HCPs are 

receptive to follow-up interactions as a direct result of attending congress…

There are some topics for post-congress emails that pique more interest than others:

anticipate joining a 

pharma-sponsored 

webinar

46% say they’re likely 

to have a meeting 

with a rep

are extremely interested in future meetings 

and events with peers and reps

are interested in 

meeting with a medical 

science liaison

are extremely 

interested in 

congress activities

44%

50%

47% 40%

Email about the congress activities

Meetings/events with peers and reps

A live forum about patient case studies

New data and developments via social media

New data and developments via journals and forums

A meeting with a medical rep

A meeting with a sales rep

4%

6%

11%

6%

6%

5%

7%

A 2022 study also found that 96% of HCPs were interested in  

post-congress activities (TCEG, 2022).

Above all, HCPs expect email communications after congress; 

pharma companies shouldn’t pass up this chance to reach out, 

as it can open the door to continued dialogue. Of course, this can 

only happen with effective data collection of contact information 

at congress.
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The ripple effect

Congress engagement doesn’t begin and end with the HCPs in attendance, it can go 

further – with their involvement.

Because your audience are going to keep talking about congress, we can support 

the ripple effect, for example with leave pieces and toolkits for HCPs to take back 

to their practice.

As a direct result of attending congress:

discuss new 

information 

with a colleague
74% discuss new 

information 

with a patient
51%

Both these findings 

reveal the true value of 

congress: that ultimately, 

healthcare systems 

and patients benefit.
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How we do congress matters

Our research has shown how HCP demand for in-person congress 

has returned – but for many reasons already cited, they do want 

the virtual attendance option to stick around.

In light of these observations, there are a few key questions to 

ask ourselves:

It’s entirely possible that reverting back to type – as though 

the lockdowns never happened – will mean denying valuable 

opportunities to connect and learn.

For congresses to flourish in the future, it’s worth thinking about 

how and why we invest in virtual and what we – and HCPs – 

have to gain.

Conclusion 

•  What did we learn from going virtual 
in lockdown? Are we unlearning it?

•  How can HCPs get more out of congress 
(and industry get more out of it too)?   

•  Is it acceptable to lose the size and impact 
of the global, virtual congress audience? 
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