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About the last 10-year if not older, electronic learning as a training method in 
infectious diseases (ID) and clinical microbiology (CM) was defined as an area to 
be improved. In a survey published in 2017 by the European Society of Clinical 

Microbiology and Infectious Diseases (ESCMID), it was reported that e-learning methods 
were experienced by only a minority of the respondents and 43.5% of CM and 44.5% of ID 
trainees wanted to have more e-learning opportunities (1). Most respondents considered 
training in e-learning systems and continuing medical education programs insufficient 
(1). The survey was performed before the pandemic and identified the limited use of 
modern learning methods such as e-learning in CM/ID training programs, which con-
trasts with other medical fields, where distance learning is widespread.

By the end of 2019, an unexpected COVID-19 pandemic emerged, and the scientific 
meetings were performed de facto as virtual. While we were fighting against the pan-
demic at our clinics and laboratories, we had to adapt our scientific and professional 
interactions in many ways (2). such a historical story of resilience provided some valu-
able and unique experiments. We compared 2019 face to face (F2F) and 2021 virtual 
conferences and aimed to get some lessons for the future.
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2019 (The 20th Annual 
Conference) F2F

2021 (The 21st Annual Conference) 
Virtual

Conference metrics

Number of total sessions 25 47

Conference 2 2

Number of speakers 184 292

Number of participants 602 824

Number of presentations 

oral 39 131

poster 386 492

Number of simultaneous sessions 3 4

Timing for sessions 07:00-18:00 15:00-22:00

Performance outcomes

Timeliness Prolonged meetings All were timely

Cost High Low

asking questions to the speakers Uncomfortable More comfortable and increased

Interaction for networking Effective Not effective

Scientific quality
(presentation of uptodate information) No difference No difference

Selection of speakers Distance matters Distance is not important

Presentations More effective because of direct 
interaction Less effective

Compatibility with daily tasks and daily life
Disconnected from job related 

responsibilities although this could be 
distractive.

Being able to carry daily professional tasks

Table 1. Comparison of face to face (F2F) conference of 2019 and virtual conference of 2021. 

Before the pandemic, the benefits of distance learn-
ing were described particularly as having the possi-
bility to study at one’s own pace and being followed 
by residents located at multiple sites. However, vir-
tual learning opportunities during the pandemic 
gifted some lessons. The scientific quality of virtual 
meetings was similar to F2F meetings in terms of 
invited speakers, the content of the talks, and cover-
age of the topics in the field (3). The sessions of the 
virtual conference were on time, although F2F the 
sessions were sometimes prolonged. The technical 
capacity of virtual meetings increased significantly 
since the beginning of the pandemic (Table 1).

Missing socialization and F2F interaction were the 
most significant complaints coming from the par-
ticipants. However, in terms of interaction, we ob-
served that the participants were more comfortable 
asking questions to the speakers in virtual meet-
ings. We should also note that the increase in social 
media use could be associated with virtual meet-
ings. In 2020 and 2021, we got some lessons from 
the virtual conferences, and during 2022, we will 
implement hybrid examples in certain areas. 
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