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Online Meeting Technology Options
Before deciding on a specific approach to holding online meetings it is important to discuss the specific strengths and weaknesses of the possible technologies that can help bring your message to the largest possible online audience. There are three methods generally useful for outreach efforts of this type:

1. Webcasts

2. Webinars

3. Conference Calls With Associated Web Support

1. Webcasts

A Webcast, as its name implies, is a broadcast of information over the Internet. The common definition for the term is “using the Internet to broadcast live or delayed audio or video transmissions,” much like traditional radio or television broadcasts. Webcasts are primarily one-way transmissions that do not provide interaction between presenter and audience. As a communication tool, integrated audio and video streams are extremely effective tools since a large percentage of communication is nonverbal. Archives of the event can be made available afterwards.

Generally, Webcasts are best used for formal presentations or press conference-like broadcasts. This is due to the logistical limitations and complications of adding interactive components, such as phone-in question-taking, Web chat, or other electronic forms. 

Pros: Engaging content, dynamic format, attracts attention similar to that of a press conference

Cons: Expensive, Complicated logistics, generally one-way communication

2. Webinars

Webinars are large interactive meetings, generally intended for live collaborative discussion using telephone for audio and Internet-provided content. Through specific software, Webinars also provide stronger support for interaction between speakers/presenters and the audience. Webinars allow multiple speakers/presenters to conduct their presentations from different locations without needing to travel, and there is no need for individual satellite uplinks. Additionally, since the events are performed and supported through the Web, the disruption to schedules is less than it would be for a Webcast. An integrated archive of the audio and visual portions of the event can be made available afterwards.

Most Webinar software provides integrated support for Q&A and polling the audience with questions. Additionally, since the presentation is being shared through the Webinar application, it allows presenters to control the pace that their messages are received, to use pointers and highlighting to emphasize content, and to share information through browsers or other applications on their PCs. Also, using registration for a Webinar allows demographic information, questions, or other polling to be completed prior to the event. 

Pros: Interaction with audience, basic logistics, audience demographics

Cons: Expensive for large audiences, requires rehearsal to become familiar with the portal, pre-registration/download of software required

3. Conference Calls with Associated Web Support

Conference calls with Web support provide a basic level of interactive outreach to large groups. Logistically, such a session is simpler to arrange since there are fewer separate components to manage. The technology needs are basic, with no need to either download additional software or to test for the compatibility of a user’s system with a Web application prior to the meeting.

Content for such events is loaded to a Web site for users to either download prior to the event and view on their computer, or view directly through their Internet browsers. Presentations can be stored on the Web for as long as desired and audio recordings of the conference call can be made available.

Pros:  Logistically simple, inexpensive, fastest turn-around

Cons: Less capability and tools for interaction, separate archive of audiovisual portions
How to Choose a Web Conferencing Vendor
When planning for a Webinar or Webcast, the selection of a vendor is the most critical step. There are many different vendors, and each offers a different level of support, reliability, and pricing. Before you can select a vendor you must assess the goals of your Webinar, the size of your audience, whether multiple presenters at different locations will need control, and the technology level of your audience. All of these will help determine the range of service and support that you may need. 

Webinar Goals

If you will be sharing just a presentation to your audience, then a large range of Webinar vendors and products are suitable for your Web conference; similarly if only one presenter will need to run the presentation, then your needs will be relatively simple. However, if your goal is to run a training on a particular product/program and you wish to share that application live, you will want to ensure that the vendor has the ability to do this, and specifically that their method for sharing such applications is well-tested and stable across the types of computers your audience is likely to use.

Other factors to be considered: the integrated ability to handle Q&A, the ability to poll the audience during the Webinar, integrated census questions before the Webinar, and evaluation questions after the Webinar. 

Audience Size

There are many Web conferencing solutions that will work for audiences of smaller sizes but which begin to have functional issues when the audience size reaches larger numbers. This can be a function of limitations in the software that don’t become apparent until a large number of connections have been made, and/or a lack of infrastructure in terms of operators and call engineers. In general when requesting demos or references for a vendor you should request those whose projects have had an audience at least as large as your planned audience.

Multiple Presenters

Most Web conferencing tools allow you to exchange control between multiple presenters so that each presenter can navigate through their own presentation. If this is something that you need for your Webinar you will want to review that capacity in the product offered by all vendors. 

Audience Technology Level

Some Web conferencing services require a certain type of connection to the Internet, or require the audience to have a certain version of a Web browser or a certain type of computer. If you audience has limitations on their Internet connection or the technology which they will be using that should be kept in mind as well.

Other Factors

Some vendors offer discounts if you are doing more than one Web conference. This can lead to substantial savings depending on the size of your audience. Other vendors offer ‘on-demand’ Web conferencing services which do not require a contract or similar vehicle. 

Potential Vendors
There are a large number of major vendors that offer Webinar/Web conferencing services. There are also sites where you can post the type of event you are considering and receive offers from possible vendors. Below we have listed some potential vendors;* however, this is by no means a comprehensive list. It is critical to check references of any vendor you choose and to have a demo of their services prior to signing an agreement. 


www.webex.com

www.infiniteconference.com

www.gotowebinar.com

www.meetmenow.com

www.buyerzone.com/telecom_services/web_conferencing **


www.ganconference.com/
* The links provided are for convenience and/or information purposes only. A link does not constitute an endorsement of content, viewpoint, policies, products, or services of that Web site. Once you link to a Web site, you are subject to the terms and conditions of that Web site.
**BuyerZone.com is a clearinghouse for multiple vendors where you can submit your information and any eligible vendor will contact you based on your requirements and their capabilities. 
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