From Live to Virtual:

The Accelerate Your Business Virtual Technology Conference - a case study
in rethinking how enterprise software companies engage SMB buyers at scale.

About this document

This is a sample work product developed and executed by Peter Pizzi at Microsoft Corporation. It
documents the design, execution, and results of a virtual technology conference that replaced a costly
live event format - delivering 5x the attendance at a fraction of the cost.
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01 The Situation

Live events were expensive, capacity-constrained, and hard to scale

The Accelerate Your Business (AYB) program was Microsoft's flagship SMB engagement event series -
designed to connect small and medium-sized businesses with Microsoft technology, partner solutions,
and commercial device offerings. Live events were the established format.

But live events came with structural limits. They were expensive to produce, geographically
constrained, and capped at a few hundred attendees per event. Demand consistently exceeded
capacity. Reaching SMBs across a national market required either significant budget increases or a
fundamentally different approach.

Challenges with the live format The strategic question

» High production cost per event - e Could a virtual format match the
venue, AV, logistics, staffing engagement quality of a live event?

e Geographic constraints limited reach ¢ Could it reach a national audience
to local markets rather than a single market?

* Average live event attendance: e Could it bring more partners into the
approximately 400 attendees program at lower cost?

e Partner participation limited by ¢ Could demand generation be executed
physical booth constraints across digital channels at scale?

» Difficult to scale nationally without e Could the content live beyond the
proportional budget increases event day and continue generating

e Content had a short shelf life - no post- reach?

event replay or reach

The proposal: design a full virtual event experience that replicated the feel of a
live conference - lobby, exhibit hall, conference center, partner booths - and
deploy it nationally with a multi-channel demand generation strategy.



02 The Event Design

A full virtual conference experience - not a webinar

The critical design decision was to build a genuine conference experience rather than a simple webinar.
The virtual event was structured to replicate the physical and social architecture of a live conference,
giving attendees a sense of presence and navigation that drove engagement.

Virtual venue architecture

Virtual Lobby Welcome experience and event orientation - the first thing attendees saw
upon entering, designed to set the tone and direct traffic to the right content
areas.

Exhibit Hall Partner booths where attendees could explore solutions, access exclusive
content and offers, and enter prize giveaways - replicating the energy of a live
expo floor.

Conference Center Structured session catalog with keynotes and rich technical breakout
sessions. Attendees could browse, select, and watch sessions on demand.

Partner Booths 15 partner organizations each had a dedicated virtual presence with branded
content, demos, and direct engagement opportunities.

Content program

« Balanced agenda of keynote presentations and technical breakout sessions

* New addition to AYB: Server track content expanded the program beyond devices and Windows
« Full lineup of Microsoft National Account partners and reseller partners

» Sessions designed for SMB IT decision makers and influencers - practical, outcome-focused

« On-demand availability extended content reach beyond the live event day



03 Demand Generation Strategy

A multi-channel approach to reach SMBs at national scale

Filling a virtual event with 2,000+ registrants required a disciplined, multi-channel demand generation
strategy. The program combined paid digital advertising, content marketing, email, influencer
partnerships, and social media - each channel selected for its proven reach into the SMB IT buyer
audience.

entrepreneur.com Impressions 1.2M 14M unique visitors/month. 1,500
Content clicks to registration. 377 shares.
4 min avg. time on page.

PCWorld Display Ads Impressions 500K+ Roadblock and interstitial ads.
Targeted: Windows users, SMB
IT titles, IT Manager+.

Google AdWords Impressions | CTR 1.2M / 0.58% Keyword-optimized targeting.

Remarketing 6,000 clicks generated.

Business Journals SMB Reach 30K per send Targeted SMB audience. Paid

Email placement.

Microsoft SMB SMB Reach 100K per send Free of charge via existing

Newsletter Microsoft channel.

SMB Influencer SMB Reach 100K+ Industry expert outreach. Free of

Campaign charge.

Cindy Bates SMB Blog Monthly Reach 50K Microsoft VP SMB blog. Free of
charge.

Social Media Organic + Paid Multi-channel Coordinated posts across

(Entrepreneur + Entrepreneur and Microsoft social

Microsoft) accounts.

Several of the highest-reach channels - the Microsoft SMB Newsletter, influencer
campaign, and executive blog - were executed at zero incremental cost,
demonstrating that smart channel selection can dramatically reduce cost per
registration.



04 Results

5x the attendance of a live event. A fraction of the cost.

The virtual event exceeded every target set for the program. Most significantly, it demonstrated that a
well-designed virtual format could not only match a live event - it could dramatically outperform one on
the metrics that matter most to the business.

2,200 ~5,00 15 $1.75 15:1

Partners Event ROI
+ 0 Full MNA and M $116K total cost
reseller lineup
Registrations Online Sales Pipeline
5x live event Attendees Generated from
average National reach vs. the event

local

Why 5x matters

Live AYB events averaged approximately 400 attendees - constrained by venue capacity, geography,
and logistics. The virtual format removed every one of those constraints simultaneously. A single event
reached an audience that would have required multiple live events across multiple cities to replicate -
and did so at a fraction of the production cost.

What the virtual format unlocked Demand generation performance
« National reach from a single event - no  highlights
geographic constraint ¢ 1.2M impressions on
» Partner scale - 15 partners in a virtual entrepreneur.com with 4 minute
exhibit hall vs. limited physical booth average time on page - a signal of
space genuine audience interest, not passive
» On-demand content extended reach exposure
beyond the live event day ¢« 0.58% CTR on Google AdWords
« Digital demand generation enabled remarketing against an industry
precise audience targeting at scale average of 0.16% - 3.6x the
«  Lower cost per attendee than any benchmark _
equivalent live format 500K+ display impressions on
« Richer data on attendee behavior PCWorld with SMB IT decision maker
’ targeting

session engagement, and partner _
interactions e 150K+ free reach per campaign cycle

through Microsoft-owned and
influencer channels



05 What We Learned - The Playbook

Five principles for high-impact virtual event programs

The AYB Virtual Technology Conference was an early proof point for what is now widely understood:
virtual events, designed well, can outperform live events on reach, cost efficiency, and data quality.

These principles drove the outcome.

01 Design for experience, not just
access

A webinar is not an event. The virtual lobby,
exhibit hall, and conference center
architecture gave attendees a sense of place
and navigation that drove engagement. The
investment in experience design was what
separated this from a simple video call.

02 Multi-channel demand generation is
non-negotiable

No single channel filled the registration
pipeline. The combination of paid digital
advertising, content marketing, email,
influencer reach, and social media - each
targeting the SMB IT buyer audience through
different touchpoints - was what drove 2,200+
registrations.

03 Free channels are not second-class
channels

Some of the highest-reach demand
generation in the program - the Microsoft SMB
Newsletter (100K reach), the influencer
campaign (100K reach), and the executive
blog (50K reach) - cost nothing. Smart
channel selection beats bigger budgets.

04 Partners benefit as much as the
host

15 partner organizations participated in the
virtual exhibit hall - a scale that would have
been logistically impossible in a live format.
Virtual events create a more equitable partner
environment where every booth gets the
same digital presence and discoverability.

05 Virtual content has a longer shelf
life

Live event content disappears the moment the
event ends. Virtual content - on-demand
sessions, recorded presentations, partner
booth assets - continues generating reach
and engagement after the event. This
fundamentally changes the ROI calculation.

The bigger implication

This program was built before virtual events
became mainstream. The results
demonstrated early that the format was not a
compromise - it was a genuinely superior
model for national-scale B2B audience
engagement. The COVID-19 pandemic later
validated this at industry scale.
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This document reflects actual program design, execution, and results.
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