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The COVID-19 pandemic has drastically shifted the landscape for student
engagement, with the majority of classes, events, and workshops now taking
place online. Despite the challenges presented by virtual spaces, this shift also
presents new opportunities for implementing action and continuing
conversations on the SDGs.

KEYS FOR SUCCESS
Instead of seeing a virtual event as a substitute for an in-person event, consider how a virtual
event is an event on its own, and the ways in which technology can be used to enhance or
transform the event experience
Use engagement features such as icebreakers, whiteboards, chat, polls, Q&A periods and
breakout rooms to ensure everyone can contribute to the conversation. These features can help
accommodate different learning styles and deepen attendee engagement with the subject matter.
Take advantage of social media to reach a broader online audience.
Check out Appendix B for a list of online tools for collaboration, project management, and virtual
events.

POTENTIAL CHALLENGES
Technology can present significant challenges when hosting virtual events. While technological
issues are almost inevitable at any event, it can be helpful to conduct a technology run-through
with your team and the event speakers to ensure that everyone is familiar with the platform.
Due to online classes, many students may be attending events from different time zones. If
possible, plan to run multiple sessions of an event or select a time that works across multiple time
zones in order to accommodate as many students as possible.
Screen fatigue is a key challenge that has emerged during the pandemic. To combat this, plan for
wellness breaks during long events to allow attendees the opportunity to step away from their
screens. Ideally, events should not be longer than 1 hour without a break.
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Common incentives for in-person
events, such as free food and
networking opportunities are more
limited with virtual events. Some
ideas to address this include
providing gift cards for food delivery
services and building in scheduled
time for networking during your
virtual event.

GET INSPIRED
University of Calgary: Our fourth annual SDG Summit was held online for the first time in 2020. Some of
the key learnings we took away centered around the unique nature of online spaces and how we can
engage participants virtually. One of the greatest opportunities with a virtual event is the ability to attract
speakers and facilitators from around the world, whose costs to travel and attend an in-person event might
otherwise have been prohibitively expensive. Some of the challenges we experienced were:
Attrition between our registered participants and those who were actually attending the event.
Logistical challenges with setting up breakout rooms on the Zoom platform and allowing for
participants to move between breakout rooms. This had to be done manually and was time-consuming
if participants wanted to attend other sessions or if they have not pre-selected their sessions.
Instead of a full-day event, we could have hosted multiple, shorter events spread over a week. This
would have been beneficial to allow for participants to reflect after each session and avoid the digital
fatigue from engaging in a five-hour event.
University of Waterloo: This event used social media to produce an educational series on the SDGs, titled
“17 Weeks for 17 Goals”.
University of British Columbia: For our Tiny Tables events, where we engaged student perspectives on
the implementation of the SDGs on campus, we decided to host two times for the same event. This allowed
students in Vancouver, as well as those across the globe to add their voices to the conversation.
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