
changes in MICE customer behaviour 
during the COVID-19 pandemic



changes in MICE customer behaviour  
during the COVID-19 pandemic

CHANGES IN MICE CUSTOMER BEHAVIOUR DURING THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC

Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, in 2020-2021 the business travel industry experienced one of the toughest pe-
riods in its history. The post-pandemic business environment has changed, and to determine exactly how those 
changes affected the MICE sector, Action Travel – a sub-brand of Action Global Communications – together with 
MICE Orchestra, conducted an analytical research study.

The study was conducted between July 01, 2020, and June 31, 2021. The purpose was to analyse current trends 
within the business and corporate events segment. In the context of the restrictions associated with the COV-
ID-19 pandemic, both the booking window and the confirmation window of the events were specifically consid-
ered, and an analysis of market problems was carried out. 

Within the study, a survey was conducted among the heads of 30 agencies specialising in MICE, Business Travel 
and Event-Marketing in Moscow and the regions of Russia.

List of survey participants: Agency of smart solutions We, Academservice, Upjet Travel Group, Baltma Tours, IN-
TERCITY SERVICE, Good People, Mice Market, Talarii, ADA-Symposium, ANEX Tour, Be Brand Advent, Continent 
Express, Eventum Premo, FCM Travel Solutions, IBC Corporate Travel, Interactive Solutions Group, Katana Event, 
Marketing Division, MaxMedium, megroup, More Agency, MICE Experts, Reina-tour Lufthansa city center, Sibe-
ria travel DMC, Starliner, Unifest, Zelenski Corporate Travel Solutions.

• To determine the current qualitative characteristics of consumer behaviour and demand in the busi-
ness travel segment of the Russian market in 2021.

• To identify the problems of the market and trends that influence their formation.

• To outline the impact of the pandemic on the environment and state of the event market.

• To determine (estimate) the most in-demand MICE destinations and the most likely periods of activity 
in 2021.

GENERAL INFORMATION ABOUT THE STUDY

OBJECTIVES:



A new reality calls for new rules and solutions, which in turn affects the event types and formats.

And, contrary to the prevailing opinion that online and hybrid event formats have significantly challenged the 
traditional offline formula, the percentage of online events within the total number of projects is not signif-
icantly high. According to the data received, the majority of respondents attribute less than 50% of the total 
volume of events as being online, only 4% of the surveyed transferred 95% of their events online, and 14% con-
ducted between 5-10% of all projects in virtual format.

With regard to the percentage of hybrid activities within the total number of projects, the breakdown is even 
more straightforward. Some 28% of all respondents do not conduct hybrid events, 21% allocated 10% to this 
format, and only 7% say that exactly half of the projects they implement are in a hybrid format.

Nevertheless, hybrid and online events can nowadays be considered the new normal, and barely any agency can 
afford to completely ignore this niche. Due to the fact that team building is not very effective online (unless we 
are speaking about solutions like ‘Avatar’), the use of virtual formats is minimal in this area. Online incentives 
also seem unlikely, such as teambuilding sporting events which are an important part of corporate incentive 
activities and marketing. However, activities like virtual test-drives or marathons are not really an option.

And all this is not to mention the financial aspect. High-quality online or hybrid events are expensive, yet their 
efficiency is not obvious at a first glance. Having said that, by the beginning of 2021, a professional holiday 
named ‘Power Engineers Day’ (implemented by a survey participant working at MICE Market — a business tour-
ism agency in Samara) was held in a hybrid format. As was the official opening ceremony of the Center for the 
Development of Engineering and Technical Expertise (SIBURINTECH), with the participation of the RF presiden-
tial aide. Therefore, online and/or hybrid formats cannot be disregarded and will, most likely, be in business for 
a long time to come. However, other things being equal, offline will be deemed advantageous.

Even today, despite the limitations, offline activities still remain a priority. When it comes to offsite sessions and 
retreats, the majority of respondents (67%) noted that the most popular format is events with an average of 50 
to 150 participants. 

Strategic (cyclical) events are in the highest demand (37% votes), while team building and recognition (incen-
tive) activities both received 17% each.

The most frequent duration of business retreats, according to the research, is the ‘2-3 day’ format, according to 
53% of the respondents. The second place was taken by the ‘3-4 day’ option, which received 37% of the votes. 
Only 10% were in favour of the ‘1-2 day’ format. Remarkably, the option ‘4 or more days’ did not receive a single 
vote.

TYPES AND FORMATS OF EVENTS
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The percentage of online 
events within the total 
number of projects is not 
significantly high.  

‘ 
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It is worth noting that the trend for events of 2-3 days appeared even before the pandemic. Event organisers 
would try to compress the programme in order to combine both the business and the incentive parts of an 
event within a short trip. Programmes of 4 or more days accrue a significant increase in budget. In addition, 
corporate trips mean that employees need to drop out of the operational activities for a while, and this is not 
always possible or desirable.

If we look at the cost breakdown, the majority of respondents (77%) named logistics (accommodation and 
transport services for participants) as the main item of cost in the budget for business retreats. The small-
est number of respondents (10%) claimed food expenses were the most significant. The remaining share of 
responses, making a total of 13%, was split between options such as the development of a creative concept, 
design, online components, communication campaigns within the event, sightseeing and other entertainment 
activities, including celebrity and speaker fees.
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It is no secret that the pandemic has had a huge impact on the booking window in the tourism industry. Accord-
ing to the survey, this indicator has also decreased significantly in the MICE sector. The majority of respondents 
(45%) noted that event requests are now received between 1-3 months prior to the planned date. At the same 
time, 38% of respondents claim that requests may now come in less than a month prior to the date of the event. 
Only 8% of agencies still receive requests well in advance (between 3-6 months beforehand), and 9% point to 
spontaneity of applications that is hard to systematise. 

In the case of the event confirmation window, the situation is even more dynamic. When asked how long be-
fore the date of the event the request was confirmed, 53% of the respondents ticked the ‘1 month or less’ box. 
And that is not even the limit, since 22% of respondents claim the event might be confirmed ‘in 2 weeks or less’. 
16% testify to the inconsistency of business behaviour in the post-COVID era.

The reality is that regulations governing event restrictions are not always transparent. The risk of an event being 
cancelled is still high and often comes with fines from service providers (primarily venues), that can amount to 
the full price if the event is cancelled with less than a month’s notice. Therefore, customers tend to leave the 
confirmation of the event until the very last minute. This is stressful for everyone but primarily for agencies 
that have to prepare concepts and estimates at very short notice, and in the end the percentage of confirmed 
requests does not increase significantly.

It’s not surprising that uncertainty caused by the epidemiological situation and its associated restrictions is a 
major obstacle for event planning. The situation changes so quickly that it is not possible to make plans. This 
was the answer of 67% of the respondents. Remarkably, only 8% consider companies' fear of travel safety to be 
an obstacle.

Today companies that plan offline events in advance often stipulate the possibility of transferring to a hybrid or 
online format from the get-go. This is a positive trend because if an event was cancelled at the beginning of the 
pandemic, it was almost impossible to compensate for the costs of concept and idea creation. Today, provided 
that the event is implemented in any format, man-hours will be paid.

THE BOOKING WINDOW
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Our new reality has taught the business sector many lessons. 
The most important one is the need to be flexible and willing 
to diversify and transform.  
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The geography of travel has also been greatly affected by the pandemic. Due to the limited supply and high 
prices deriving from the situation, most local business events today take place domestically in Russia.

Thus, the most popular business event destinations in the first half of 2021 were the resorts of the Krasnodar 
region (29% of respondents), with Sochi remaining the most popular destination. The second place in the rank-
ing is taken by Moscow and the Moscow Region (24%), and the third position is occupied by St. Petersburg and 
nearby Karelia (15%). If we look at foreign destinations, a number of motivational programmes were organised 
in Turkey and the UAE, as evidenced by 12% of the respondents.

Looking into the main problems faced by business and corporate event organisers in the regions of Russia, 
the majority of respondents (87%) singled out the quality of services as an issue, while 53% listed the lack of 
variety in the activities offered. Prices and unprofessional or inaccurate proposal preparation by organisers both 
received 40% votes each.

Summer – the traditional low-season for MICE activities – is now over. And the sector's key players expect the 
market to undergo a quick awakening which, according to preliminary forecasts, will see a return to 65-75% of 
its 2019 volumes by autumn.

However, the complete and quick recovery of the MICE market cannot be expected when the borders of Europe 
and a number of other countries are still closed. When comparing occupancy volumes from June 2020-July 
2021, to those in 2019 pre-pandemic, some 46% of respondents note that today their occupancy levels vary 
between 60-100% of past volumes. 31% of respondents indicated that volumes have now recovered by 10-30%, 
and 8% of the surveyed testified in favour of a 10-20% increase in occupancy compared to 2019.

Survey participants also pointed out that the number of activities available is not directly linked to the recovery 
of the industry. Activity numbers remain almost at the same level, but today the cost is much lower.   

When asked which month promises to be the most active in terms of business events by the close of 2021, 
the majority of respondents (33%) put a stake on September, 31% of the surveyed agreed on October and 17% 
reckon the whole autumn will be promising in this respect.

The breakdown by the most promising MICE destinations for the second half of 2021 looks a little different. The 
first place was again given to the resorts of the Krasnodar region and Sochi (35% of votes), the second place 

MICE GEOGRAPHY

FORECASTS AND OPINIONS
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was taken by foreign countries (18%), including the UAE, Turkey and even the Dominican Republic, and the third 
position was given to Siberia and the Urals (14%), despite the fact that these are not the most usual destinations 
for autumn trips.

It is noteworthy that foreign destinations still fall into the top three whatever happens. This testifies to the fact 
that demand is alive and waiting in the wings; namely for the lifting of restrictions and the opening of borders. 

In this regard, the respondents were asked about clients’ willingness to consider destinations outside of Russia, 
even in the current situation. In answer, 67% responded affirmatively, while 20% said ‘no’. The remaining share 
of answers (12%) was divided between options like ‘a little’, ‘practically no’, ‘have already considered it’ and 
‘would like to but are afraid’.

Even more curious is the data on the reaction to the opening of a destination. The majority of respondents 
(57%) answered negatively when asked whether news of a destination opening leads to an increase in demand 
for it. Only 23% believe that demand will skyrocket, while the rest of the answers express uncertainty.

Thus, the fear factor has become a distinctive feature of the post-COVID era. It is a mistake to believe that the 
MICE industry is only being held back by de facto restrictions. One shouldn’t ignore the percentage of the popu-
lation that is simply afraid to travel. And it might take people longer to regain confidence and a sense of security 
than it will to lift restrictions. This, in part, is the peculiarity of the new reality which has taught the business 
sector many lessons. 

The most important of these lessons is the need to be flexible and willing to diversify and transform. The most 
valuable asset is recognised as people and a focus on team spirit.

In conclusion, the respondents were asked to define the MICE industry in 2020-2021 in one word or sentence. 
The surveyed unanimously characterised the state of the sector as being ‘at rock bottom, that can only be im-
proved through game-changing practices and novel ideas’. The respondents largely agreed that this was not the 
end, but a transformation that must be accepted with dignity.
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• Strategic (cyclical) events are recognised as the most popular (37% of votes).

• When it comes to getaway events (business retreats), 67% of respondents consider the most popular 

format to be those with an average of 50 to 150 participants. Business and corporate events for more 

than 500 people are still rare and are likely to be infrequent in 2022.

• The most frequent duration of getaway events (business retreats) was recognised as the ‘2-3 day’ for-

mat (per 53% of votes).

• The majority of respondents attribute less than 50% of the total volume of events to online, while 14% 

of the surveyed conduct 5-10% of all projects in virtual format. 

• 28% of all respondents do not conduct hybrid events, 21% assign them a share of 10%.

• Requests for an event are received 1-3 months before the planned date (according to 45% of respond-

ents), with the vast majority confirmed 2-4 weeks before the start of the event (as per 53% of the votes).

• The domestic market today is a priority for the MICE sector, both in retrospective analysis and in fore-

casts.

• It is critically important for Russian regions to work on service and diversity in order to keep customers 

‘at home’ after borders re-open (as per 87% of respondents).

• The majority of respondents (57%) do not believe that the news of a destination opening will lead to 

a surge in demand for it.

• Today, safety of both the location and the event is one of the key customer requirements.

• The most important lesson of the pandemic for the business sector is the message to develop flexibil-

ity and a willingness to diversify and transform, with people being recognised as the most valuable 

asset.

SUMMARY
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For additional information 
please contact:

Action Travel
Tel.: +7 495 644 39 38

info@actiontravel.io

MICE Orchestra
Tel.: + 7 963 656 1927

hello@miceorchestra.ru

actionprgroup.com


