Culture & Creativity
in a COVID-19 World
No matter what may be going on in the world, creativity is
essential for engaging meetings.
By Andrea Doyle

Colfax Mural Festival, Aurora

Culture and creativity are keys to successful meetings and conventions and help support
innovation, collaboration, and connection. But even in unusual times, like a global pandemic,
it’s important to not let creativity fall by the wayside. Creativity must be used to devise new
ways to create meaningful group experiences that are also safe. And many companies have
tapped into their own creative sides to keep virtual events engaging as they wait for live
gatherings to come back. Individual countries, standing on the world’s stage, have much to
teach us, too.

Mission Critical virtual event

VIRTUALLY CREATIVE
Let’s remember one critical thing: Creativity can reign supreme during virtual gatherings as
much as face-to-face, in-person events. And Mission Critical, a 1-hour, action-packed event
geared for the meetings community, recently did just that. Mission Critical changed the way
meeting planners attend events in today’s world with well-choreographed segments akin to a
television show, top speakers providing valuable insights into the industry’s future, live
entertainment, lunch and a virtual
gift bag.
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Combined, the ﬁrst two episodes alone garnered over 12,000 live and on-demand viewers. In
partnership with Grubhub, it also proved to be ﬁlled with innovative features by treating over
1,000 lucky viewers to lunch during the show, thus supporting 1,000 local restaurant
establishments. They also launched their signature VIP Virtual Gift Bag and MC24Seven, a
living, breathing new hub for planners and vendors to interact 24/7, featuring built-in 1:1
video chat, unlimited appointment bookings,
and multiple points for brands to engage directly with the high-level planners Mission Critical
attracts.
“Where corporate and political leaders head to the World Economic Forum to share ideas
and address pressing global issues, now the Meeting and Events Industry will head to
Mission Critical,” says Joseph Lara, executive producer and creator, The Knowledge
Exchange. “We knew from our ﬁrst broadcast in May that we had hit upon a model that lays
the groundwork for the successful future of virtual events.”

Heavy equipment playground Dig This, Las Vegas

WHAT HAPPENS IN VEGAS
Celebrity restaurants, over-the-top hotels and resorts make Las Vegas the iconic destination
it is. When a planner is looking for
the out-of-the-ordinary, they can ﬁnd that here as well. From a high-powered indoor shooting
range to heavy equipment playground Dig This, the sky’s the limit when it comes to creative
gatherings here.

The person to ask about all things Vegas is Jaki Baskow. In a city that practically shouts
glamour and pleasure-seeking, Baskow, the Las Vegas-based CEO and owner of Las Vegas
Speakers Bureau, isn’t about to let a global pandemic tamp down her energy and
enthusiasm. Her company specializes in helping meeting professionals create memorable
experiences with world-renowned speakers, entertainers, and businesses. And Baskow has
more than 40 years in the speakers and entertainment industry and has worked with
celebrities including Michael Douglas, Daymond John, Lou Ferrigno, John O’Hurley,
Sylvester Stallone, Tom Selleck, Andy Garcia, Sharon Stone, Kevin Costner and Modern
West, and Keith Urban, among others.
She is tapping into not just celebrities but entertainers and corporate speakers as well to add
pizzazz to virtual events. Best of all, many will provide customized virtual keynote speeches
at reduced rates.
“In many cases, attendees can interact directly with the speaker or entertainer, and many will
even brainstorm with the group. I have watched groups get so pumped even though
everyone is tuning in from remote locations,” says Baskow. “Now more than ever, it is
important to be creative. Employees can lose focus when working from home, but by
arranging for motivating speakers, sending surprise packages, and even creating online
games, that will not be the case.”
She is doing her best to focus on the positive aspects of what this pandemic can teach us
and how we can all thrive. “Even though we can’t be together physically, that doesn’t mean
we shouldn’t be together in all other ways. It is important we show our employees and groups
how much they mean to us.”

COLORFUL AURORA
Aurora, CO, a gateway to the majestic Rocky Mountains, is a top-ranked destination for
groups. Given the times we live, getting outside is important, and Aurora has 113 parks, 98
miles of trails, and 8,000 acres of open space to explore.
“A few of our tour guide partners have put together outdoor tours that include hiking,
kayaking, horseback riding, mountain biking, ﬂy ﬁshing and more. Colorado is known for its
great outdoors, so it’s easy to ﬁnd safe activities nearby,” explains Jennifer Buckley, director
of services, Visit Aurora.
Aurora is also an innovation hub and thriving destination taking advantage of this unusual
time to focus on a cultural movement. “One such event was the Colfax Mural Festival that
brought in several artists who created murals on building walls around the Aurora Cultural
Arts District off Colfax Avenue. The event not only brought the community together, but
visitors will be able to experience the artwork in the years to come and a variety of local
restaurants or breweries ” says Buckley

restaurants or breweries, says Buckley.
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Rendering of the Pool Club, Virgin Nashville

NASHVILLE
In Nashville, creativity is virtually bred in the bone. “Nashville was built on creativity and
offering creative, ‘only in Nashville’ opportunities to our meeting planners is extremely
important. We have offered groups virtual experiences with some of Music City’s top
songwriters, virtual cooking demonstrations, and also shipped a taste of Nashville to clients,”
says Adrienne Siemers, senior VP of sales, Nashville Convention & Visitors Corp.
“Meeting planners and attendees have always looked for local experiences and I would
expect that to continue when meetings begin to happen again. Local offerings are what make
a delegates experience unique and gives them a true sense of place.”

A brand that exempliﬁes creativity, Virgin, has hung its shingle in Nashville. Virgin Hotels,
the lifestyle brand developed by Sir Richard Branson, opened in June with 262 rooms,
multiple food and beverage options, the brand’s signature Commons Club, and a rooftop
lounge with a pool.
“We’re thrilled to ofﬁcially open our doors in the Music City,” says Raul Leal, CEO of Virgin
Hotels. “We’ve taken measures above and beyond our standards to ensure our guests will
feel comfortable, safe and well taken care of while still maintaining the quintessential ‘Virgin’
experience travelers know and love. From the inception, our one-of-a-kind Chambers were
designed with a contactless experience and privacy in mind. With our unique dining
destinations, we’ve created charming spaces that locals will frequent, and visitors will return
to time and time again.”
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“Nashville has always held a special place in my heart, and I’m thrilled that Virgin Hotels has
joined the iconic Music Row neighborhood. Thank you for welcoming us with open arms,”
says Sir Richard Branson, founder of Virgin Group.
Another game-changing project in the city is Nashville Yards, a development that includes
the Grand Hyatt Nashville. The 25-story hotel is slated to open in October and this new
downtown district is anchored by Amazon’s ofﬁce campus and an entertainment district
similar to L.A. Live. The hotel boasts 77,000 sf of state-of-the-art event and pre-function
space, and 591 rooms, including 53 suites, with soundproof ﬂoor-to-ceiling windows. The
hotel has the 1.3-acre Nashville Yards park, a lush green space, as its backyard.

Freycinet Marine Oyster Farm at Safﬁre Freycinet, Australia

LOOK DOWN UNDER
What if your group has set its sights on the other side of the world? Thanks to Australia’s
sheer size—it’s almost 2,500 miles from east to west, nearly the same width as the U.S.—
those wide open spaces are an asset for running COVID-safe events and offer plenty of
experiences off the beaten track. Australia’s business events operators provide authentic

access to the Great Barrier Reef, the outback in Australia’s “Red Centre,” rainforests,
tropical islands, and urban centers, including Sydney, Melbourne and Brisbane.
As Australia begins to reopen, with enhanced hygiene measures in place, and limits to group
sizes to ensure sufﬁcient space for physical distancing, a plethora of creative outdoor
experiences await. Tours of the Great Barrier Reef have resumed in Cairns, Port Douglas
and the Whitsundays, including overnight experiences sleeping under the stars on the reef.
In tropical North Queensland, Lizard Island, a 1-hour scenic charter ﬂight from Cairns offers
direct access to the Greater Barrier Reef from the beach at their resort. In the Whitsunday
islands, luxury resorts like qualia and InterContinental Hayman Island Resort offer access
to the Great Barrier Reef via short boat or ﬂight charters to exclusive reef and beach
experiences.
Many of the Luxury Lodges of Australia are located in exclusive and remote parts of
Australia, well suited to buyouts, allowing the delegate experience to be fully tailored and
private. Lodges like Longitude 131 at Uluru, Sal Salis on Ningaloo Reef in Western
Australia and Safﬁre Freycinet, just outside Hobart, Tasmania, offer luxurious access to
some of Australia’s most magniﬁcent landscapes, building experiences around opportunities
presented by the natural environment.
In Sydney, surf’s still up on Bondi Beach, with Let’s Go Surﬁng offering surf lessons for
smaller group sizes. And BridgeClimb Sydney’s group sizes of 14 can accommodate new
safety measures.
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Many wildlife sanctuaries can literally bring the wildlife to your group, including Wildlife
Sydney Zoo and Hamilton Island Wildlife in the Whitsundays. Indigenous operators deliver
cultural experiences—from Welcome to Country and Smoking Ceremonies to bush tucker
talks and tastings—to some hotels. DMCs can tailor unique programs for groups, and several
city properties are also offering buyouts for groups, including The Langham, Sydney.

There are also several properties in Australia where accommodation and experience are
intertwined. The recently opened Wildlife Retreat at Taronga, nestled within the Taronga
Zoo in Sydney, has accommodations built around an inner wildlife sanctuary which offers upclose experiences with animals unique to Australia. At Emirates One&Only Wolgan Valley
in the Greater Blue Mountains region outside Sydney, the resort takes up just one percent of
its 7,000-acre property with plenty of experiences on offer, including the signature
Sundowner wildlife spotting tour and conservation activities that allow guests to become part
of Wolgan Valley’s history, including tree planting, wombat surveys and habitat assessments.
Adam Tillotson, regional director of sales, Prestige Global Meeting Source, says that
Australia is a country that embraces its culture and creative side. “Where else can you start a
program with a welcome chant given by a descendant of several Aboriginal tribal clans, visit
world-renowned wineries, or climb the span of the Sydney Harbour Bridge to get to its
summit? With a landscape nearly the size of the continental U.S., Australia is more than just
Sydney and Melbourne, although they are world-class destinations. For something unique,
check out the Great Barrier Reef from the Whitsunday Islands, or an outback adventure to
see the sandstone monolith, Uluru. These are destinations and experiences completely
endemic to Australia.”

Hanjeongsik, South Korea

SOUTH KOREA
Close geographically, but a world apart, is South Korea that is also experiencing increased
excitement and demand for hybrid meetings. As a leader in information and communications
technology (ICT), Korea is embracing the challenges faced by this new normal.
As demand for hybrid events is rising, Korea is at an advantage to adapt the latest IT, such
as holograms, artiﬁcial intelligence, virtual reality, augmented reality and near-ﬁeld
communication to its events. Holograms enable groups to invite speakers from different parts
of the world who are not able to attend live events in Korea. The tourism board says it

expects the use of ICT in meetings to rapidly rise and the government will actively support it
to increase the use of meeting technology.
While most South Korean cultural attractions and facilities closed in May due to COVID-19,
on July 22, many reopened. Precautions in place include limiting the maximum number of
visitors to 1,000 people, requiring online reservations, and QR code entrance records. And all
facilities will require visitors to wear a mask, have their temperature taken, and tour the
exhibitions in
one direction.
Despite these constraints, South Korea remains committed to providing rich, cultural
experiences to potential visitors, urging travelers to experience Korea at home before visiting.
A recently released YouTube video of Korea Tourism Organization’s collaboration with
Netﬂix, called “Explore Korea,” is a mashup of clips from Netﬂix shows that features
traditional clothes, palaces, foods, and the charm of Korea as well as the past and present,
history, culture, and lifestyle of Korea. (netﬂix.com/explorekorea)
As painful and difﬁcult as this pandemic has been, and will be, at least for the foreseeable
future, creative and inspiring efforts have been made by the meetings industry to work
around the constraints and challenges presented by COVID-19. At this point, about all we do
know for certain is that many of the creative changes forced by this pandemic will remain
after it is over, when we are ready to return to “normal,” but ﬁnd we have a plethora of new
ideas and ways to produce a new and creative show, the kind we would never have imagined
had it not been for COVID-19.
vegasmeansbusiness.com; visitaurora.com/meetings; visitmusiccity.com/meetings;
australia.com/businessevents; koreaconvention.org/eng/engmain.kc

