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Introduction  
Tweeting is the sound baby birds make.  But look out, little birds!  Civilized human 
beings are joining in on the tweetingΣ ŀƴŘ ǎƛƴŎŜ ¢ǿƛǘǘŜǊΩǎ ōƛǊǘƘ ƛƴ нллс humans have 
tweeted their updated emotions, activities, thoughts, interests, news bits, etc. millions 
of times per day.  
 
Lǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǘƻƻ ƭƻƴƎ ŀƎƻ ǘƘŀǘ ά¢ǿƛǘǘŜǊέ ŀƴŘ άōƭƻƎέ ǿŜǊŜ ǳƴǊŜŎƻƎƴƛȊŀōƭŜ and nonsensical 
words.  Now they are two common tools in an ever-expanding communication arsenal.  
Beyond Twitter and blogs, this arsenal includes more and more technological tools that 
allow people to communicate in different ways for a variety of different reasons.  Some 
of those new technological tools have the capability of bringing people together in 
meetings without physically bringing them face-to-face (f2f).  
 
And it is those non-f2f meeting tools that LΩǾŜ ǎŜǘ ƻǳǘ ǘƻ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ for West Central 
Initiative (WCI).  But I must stress from the start that f2f meetings remain a desired 
meeting type for many reasons (rich non-verbal cues, more personal connections, 
conveying emotion, obtaining consensus, etc.), and in no way is the goal of this project 
to find ways to replace f2f meetings.  Rather, non-f2f meetings may enhance and 
complement f2f meetings, add to the options available, and offer the opportunity for 
ƳƻǊŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴΦ  CƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ Ƴŀƴȅ ǘƛƳŜǎ ƻƴŜ ƻǊ ǘǿƻ ŎƻƳƳƛǘǘŜŜ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ 
able to make it to a meeting due to time and/or distance constraints.  By having a non-
f2f meeting option, those able may meet f2f, and those unable to physically attend at 
the meeting location may join and participate ƛƴ ŀ άǾƛǊǘǳŀƭ ƳŜŜǘƛƴƎ ǊƻƻƳέ through the 
assistance of technology.  For another example, a simple conference call may be beefed 
up with some added visuals (PowerPoint slides, image of presenter, or even a video 
ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŜǊΩǎ ǿŜōŎŀƳύ, adding a component especially appreciated by visual 
learners.   
 
Beyond the benefits previously mentioned, non-f2f meetings may be advantageous to 
WCI for several other reasons.  A great deal of time and money is spent on meetings 
ǎǇŀƴƴƛƴƎ ²/LΩǎ ƴƛƴŜ-county area (over 7000 square miles) and beyond.  Adding up the 
costs spent on one meeting may be eye-opening (see 
http://effectivemeetings.com/diversions/meetingcost.asp for a meeting cost calculator 
ƛŦ ȅƻǳΩŘ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƻ ŜǎǘƛƳŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ Ŏƻǎǘǎ ƻŦ ŀƴ ǳǇŎƻƳƛƴƎ ƳŜŜǘƛƴƎ).  Some meeting costs to 
consider include: paid travel time, gasoline, wear and tear on vehicles, and carbon 
emissions, to name just a few.  For meetings at WCI, consider the time and energy spent 
setting up and resetting conference rooms, wear and tear on the facility, time and 
money for ordering food, and congestion when more than one meeting occurs at one 
time.  For some committees that meet on a regular basis, it may be acceptable to 
alternate between f2f and non-f2f meetings, and in doing so a considerable amount of 
time and money can be saved.      
 

http://effectivemeetings.com/diversions/meetingcost.asp
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Conduct ing the research  
When approached with the opportunity to research bringing people together without 
ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ ōǊƛƴƎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƳ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭƭȅ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊΣ L ǿŜƭŎƻƳŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜΦ  !ƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ L ǿŀǎƴΩǘ 
exactly sure how to proceed, I was excited about diving in to a new project with 
research and outcomes that could potentially save time, energy, and money for WCI and 
others interested. 
 
So this is how I ended up proceeding: 
 

 Meet periodically with WCI staff to get direction and feedback 

 Survey WCI staff to get a general idea of the meetings they attend, the 
ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅ ǘƘŜȅΩǾŜ ǳǎŜŘΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǳǎƛƴƎ ƴƻƴ-f2f technology (see 
survey and survey responses in Appendix) 

 Check out websites of several non-f2f options and note unique characteristics of 
each (websites are linked in Grid A in the Appendix; other websites for general 
information are listed in the Appendix as well) 

 Fill in Grid B to organize information from websites (see Appendix) 

 Check out demos and free trials on the websites 

 Track progress and give updates on my blog (see Project Connect - West Central 
Initiative or http://www.wcif.org/members/blog_view.asp?id=474833) 

 Contact others to ƎŀǘƘŜǊ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ ǿƘŀǘΩǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ǳǎŜŘ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ 
recommendations from other organizations (see Appendix) 

 9ȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ǿƘŀǘΩǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ǳǎŜŘ by WCI staff in real meetings and take part in mock 
meetings (see Appendix) 

 Make recommendations (see Appendix) 

 Develop critique form and participant feedback questions for trials (see 
Appendix) 

 Assist with staff trials of services (Adobe Acrobat Connect Pro, Dimdim, 
GoToWebinar/Meeting, ReadyTalk Web Meetings, and WebEx) chosen from 
recommendations for further review (in progress) 

 

Realizations  from research  
What has become obvious to me very quickly is that there is an overwhelming amount 
of solutions available for bringing people together with the aid of technology.  And new 
options pop up practically overnight! 
 
At first to help me assign some order to it all, I categorized the numerous options under 
two main groups, the meetings that are one-time occurrences and those meetings that 
have recurring or on-going interactions.  In many cases, a one-time meeting may be 
continued using an on-going tool.  I further expanded within the two categories.  For the 
most part, the least complex are listed first in each list. 

http://www.wcif.org/members/blog_view.asp?id=474833
http://www.wcif.org/members/blog_view.asp?id=474833
http://www.wcif.org/members/blog_view.asp?id=474833
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One-time: 

 Conversational ς straightforward options like online chats or telephone 
conference calls 

 One-sided presentations ς either simple informational presentations, trainings, 
or demonstrations 

 Interactive presentations ς ǘƘŜǎŜ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŘƻƴΩǘ ŀƭƭƻǿ ŀǘǘŜƴŘŜŜǎ ǘƻ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ 
sit and listen; these may include polls, surveys, or sharing of presentation duties 

 Collaborations ς especially useful if the meeting purpose is to gain input and/or if 
creating or updating a document or such 

 
On-going: 

 Blogs ς Ƴŀȅ ŎƘŜŎƪ ƻǳǘ ŀǘ ƻƴŜΩǎ ƭŜƛǎǳǊŜ 

 Social networking ς may take on a more personal feel (Facebook) 

 Online communities ς often have message boards, calendars, and profile info 
that allows for participation all at once and/or when convenient (WCI has several 
groups/online communities already set up!) 

 eLearning ς a more complex mix of any of the above listed 
 
Of course the above two lists are not all-inclusive.  There are many other types of 
important and useful services such as central document sharing that may complement a 
non-f2f meeting option.  Also, I must mention that email communication, whether it be 
emailing individuals or distribution lists, should not be overlooked in bringing people 
together.  In many instances the purpose of a meeting may be most efficiently served by 
simple email communication!  
 
Using the above two categories is just one way I was able to assign some order to the 
ever-expanding lists of options, but there are as many ways to categorize the many 
services as there are services.  As time went on, I also thought about the many services 
in terms of the purpose of the meeting.  The three main categories I came up with 
include: collaboration (working together to produce something), simple presentation 
(primarily a one-sided presentation with simple visuals like PowerPoint slides), or 
advanced presentation (either a presentation with advanced features or a presentation 
to a large group of people ς a webinar).   
 
LΩǾŜ ŀƭǎƻ ƭŜŀǊƴŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ the options of each solution change practically overnight.  In 
reading articles and speaking with organizations that have gone through the process of 
choosing a non-f2f meeting service within the last year, everything has changed!  It 
ǿŀǎƴΩǘ until rather recently that month-to-month rates with no contracts existed.  And 
the rates have gone down considerably, which may in part be due to the many free 
services populating the market.  And the competition is fierce, so when one service adds 
an option (e.g. audio conference bridge), the others must quickly follow suit to remain 
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competitive. Needless to say, it is difficult to keep atop the changes, and it is a good idea 
even after selecting a service to keep abreast of what is happening within the market. 
 
!ƴƻǘƘŜǊ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƘƛƴƎ LΩǾŜ ƭŜŀǊƴŜŘ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǾŜǊȅ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƻ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŜ ƻƴŜΩǎ 
current non-f2f meeting needs and to think about future needs.  Obviously it is difficult 
ǘƻ ƳŀǘŎƘ ǳǇ ŀ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ ǘƻ Ŧƛƭƭ ǘƘŜ ŘŜƳŀƴŘ ƛŦ ƛǘΩǎ ǳƴclear what the demand is.  Once the 
needs are defined (informal or formal, live or recorded, etc.), there may be several 
services able to fill those needs.  And it just may be the minor details that set one 
service apart and may ultimately make it a better fit for the future.  For example, Voice 
over Internet Protocol (VoIP) may not be necessary for an organization right now, but 
there may be meeting participants that expect it to be an option down the line. 
 
CƛƴŀƭƭȅΣ LΩǾŜ ƭŜŀǊƴŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ non-f2f meetings are similar to f2f meetings in many ways.  
Regardless if a complete f2f meeting or a f2f meeting with an added non-f2f component, 
it is essential to be well-prepared and to have a skilled facilitator.  A good meeting 
should have a purpose (meeting for the sake of meeting is not a good use of time), an 
agenda with a timeframe, a well-thought out plan of what needs to be accomplished 
and how it will be done, a way to engage different learning styles, and interactivity to 
ensure all have a chance to participate.   
 

Criteria and considerations   
In this research project, a major intent has been to discover and learn about non-f2f 
meeting tools that may be considered for implementation at WCI.  With the diverse 
array of options for non-ŦнŦ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴΣ LΩǾŜ ŦƻŎǳǎŜŘ Ƴƻǎǘ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƻƴ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ 
conferencing (often with phone conferencing and collaborative components).  Because 
video conferencing adds another level of complexity, I have taken that out of the 
equation but have tried to note the services that seem to be on the cutting edge when it 
comes to incorporating it into their offerings. 
 
LΩǾŜ been guided by some basic criteria given from WCI staff to measure how suitable 
the options are for the needs of WCI.  The basic evaluation criteria include: 

 Cost1 ς There are many options that seem affordable, especially when 
considering that the cost of the software may be recovered quickly with the 
reduction in travel costs.  In addition, there are many services that are free ς 
some for a few people, some for up to 20 meeting participantsΦ  LΩǾŜ ƴƻǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ 
free services that I came across in Grid B (found in the Appendix).  If a particular 
ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ōŀǎƛŎ ŦǊŜŜ ƻŦŦŜǊƛƴƎΣ chances are that it will have at least a 
ŦǊŜŜ ǘǊƛŀƭ όŀƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǎƻƳŜ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜ ŀ ŎǊŜŘƛǘ ŎŀǊŘ ƴǳƳōŜǊΤ ƛŦ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ Ǉƭŀƴ ƻƴ ǳǎƛƴƎ 
that service, be sure to cancel before your credit card is charged!).  Whatever 
service a person chooses, it is necessary to determine if one license would be 

                                                 
1
 After trial periods expired for a couple of services I received emails with special rates lower than the 

published rates from the respective websites. 
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sufficient or if several will be needed.  It is also important to uncover any 
ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜŘ άƘƛŘŘŜƴέ ŦŜŜǎ (in my research I must have read this precaution at 
least a twenty times!).  9ȄŀƳǇƭŜǎ ƻŦ άƘƛŘŘŜƴέ ŦŜŜǎ ŀǊŜ separate audio fees or 
recording hosting fees.  It is crucial to read the fine print (if you can find it!).   

 WCI system compatibility ς I know that WCI has some added obstacles in dealing 
with Citrix.  I have not ruled any services out based on compatibility, ŀǎ LΩƳ 
unsure what will pose problems.  5ǳŜ ǘƻ ǎŜǊǾŜǊ άǘǊŀŦŦƛŎέ ŎƻƴǎǘǊŀƛƴǘǎΣ ƛǘ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ 
better to work outside of Citrix when using online conferencing anyway.  

 Ease of operation for host and participants ς There are definitely some services 
that seem easier to use.  In some cases, all it takes is a cleaner, less cluttered 
virtual meeting room to make it easier to maneuver around.  For the ultimate 
test in ease of use, I conducted ά¢ƘŜ aƻƳ ¢ŜǎǘΦέ  My mom helped in the process 
by participating in mock meetings as we tried out some of the more highly 
recommended services together, and she was able to find her way around the 
virtual meeting rooms just fine!  RegardlŜǎǎ ƻŦ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ ŀǊŜ ǳǎŜŘΣ άŜŀǎŜ ƻŦ 
ƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴέ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ǎƻƳŜǿƘŀǘ ŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘ ƻƴ ǘǊŀƛƴƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜǊǎΤ ensure there 
ƛǎ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ ǘƛƳŜ ǘƻ ŦŜŜƭ ƻƴŜΩǎ ǿŀȅ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ŀ ƳŜŜǘƛƴƎ ǊƻƻƳ ŀƴŘ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ ƎǳƛŘŀƴŎŜ 
to use the features.  Even the most highly recommended non-f2f meeting 
ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ ŀǊŜ ǿƻǊǘƘƭŜǎǎ ƛŦ ǘƘŜ Ƙƻǎǘ ŀƴŘκƻǊ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ ŎƻƳŦƻǊǘŀōƭe with it.  

 Ability to engage different learning styles ς No one wants to be bored at a 
meeting, so any way to add interaction and still remain on task is a positive step 
in the right direction.  Each service has its own ways to add in interaction to a 
meeting.  Using the features for interaction may require some creativity.  For 
example, a WCI staff member used a whiteboard for simple illustrations during a 
meeting in which all the participants were to give short reports.  As long as the 
illustrations were relevant (not necessarily άgreat artέ), IΩd bet more people 
remained engaged.  And as was discussed at a WCI staff meeting, social 
interaction is important; without the personal connections from the beginning, 
some may not be able to give full attention for the rest of the meeting.  Consider 
having a few minutes of social conversation before starting a meeting.  (IΩm still 
trying to figure out how a virtual hug could be implemented.)  Adding photos, 
slideshows, audio, polls, presenter switches, etc. all help to keep the attention of 
meeting participants.    

 Recommendations by past users ς Just about every website claims to be the 
best, so besides trying out services oneself, it is extremely important to get first-
hand accounts.  Those with a strong, stable client base are bound to be 
competitive contenders.  But it is also important to consider services that arenΩt 
as commonly used; every service had to start somewhere!   

 
In addition to the criteria previously listed, a couple of other key criteria came up from 
WCI staff ƳŜŜǘƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŜŀŎƘ ǎǘŀŦŦ ƳŜƳōŜǊ ǿŀǎ ǘƻ ƎƛǾŜ ŀ άōŜǎǘέ ŀƴŘ άǿƻǊǎǘέ ƻŦ 
online meetings.   
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1) It must work!!  This means that the software must be capable of doing what it 
ŎƭŀƛƳǎ ŀƴŘ ōŜ ŦǊŜŜ ƻŦ άōǳƎǎΦέ  Lǘ ŀƭǎƻ ƳŜŀƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŜǊ can become 
familiarized with the features in order to guide attendees in accomplishing the 
meeting goal(s).  In addition, it must woǊƪ ŦǊƻƳ ƛƴǎƛŘŜ ŀƴŘ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ ƻŦ ²/LΩǎ 
offices.  Some things that could hinder this are poor bandwidth and 
presentations overloaded with rich media (animations, videos, etc.).  Just 
ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘ ǿƻǊƪǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŦǊƻƳ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ²/LΩǎ ƻŦŦƛŎŜΣ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊƛƭȅ ƳŜŀƴ ƛǘ ǿƛll 
work well for those outside.  And firewalls may act as roadblocks as well. 

2) Audio, especially muting audio, is very important to staff at WCI in web 
meetings.  Rightly so, as audio is a huge part of the communication that takes 
place in ŀƴȅ ƳŜŜǘƛƴƎΦ  aŀƴȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ ƻŦŦŜǊ ŀ άƳǳǘŜ ƻƴ ŜƴǘǊŀƴŎŜέ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜ 
or at least a feature to mute attendees if background noise, etc. becomes a 
problem.  And it is important to note that just about any audio service may be 
paired with another web service (if recording, audio and web portions may not 
be integrated however). 

 

Making recommendations  
After weeks of researching around 100 options for web meetings, testing them out, and 
using the previously mentioned evaluation criteria, I gave WCI staff a list of fifteen 
services that seemed promising for current needs.  They are: 
 

 *Adobe Acrobat Connect Pro 

 *Dimdim 

 Fuze Meeting 

 *GoToMeeting/Webinar 

 *ReadyTalk Web Meetings 

 Showdocument 

 VIA3 

 Vyew 

 *WebEx 

 Yugma 

 Connex Presents 

 eBLVD 

 Elluminate 

 iLinc 

 PresenterNet 
 
In addition to the above list, I came up with fifteen more services that have unique 
characteristics I thought were worth mentioning and watching for in the future.  The 
recommended services, along with details about each, may be found in the Appendix.  
After WCI staff reviewed the recommended services and their capabilities, five were 



 

9 | P a g e 
 

chosen for further trials and are identified with a star in the list above.  A grid (Grid B) 
comparing the details of the άTop Five Contendersέ is also found in the Appendix.   
 
Those άTop Five Contendersέ are now in the process of being άtest drivenέ by WCI staff 
in actual meetings.  In the process, it is hoped that discoveries will be made; do they live 
up to what they say they are?  The goal is to find the most reliable and polished service 
that fits the previously mentioned criteria. 
 
I had high hopeǎ ƻŦ ŦƛƴŘƛƴƎ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻǳƭŘ άŘƻ ƛǘ ŀƭƭΦέ  ¦ƴŦƻǊǘǳƴŀǘŜƭȅ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ǘƘƛƴƪ 
ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀƴȅ ƻƴŜ ƻǇǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǇŜǊŦŜŎǘƭȅ Ŧƛǘ ǘƘŜ ƴŜŜŘǎ ƻŦ ²/LΦ  9ǾŜƴ ǘƘŜ άǇǊŜƳƛǳƳέ 
ƻǇǘƛƻƴǎ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŘƻǿƴǎƛŘŜǎΦ  .ǳǘ ŜǾŜƴ ƛŦ ƻƴŜ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ ŎŀƴΩǘ ƻŦŦŜǊ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŀǘ ƻƴŜ ƛǎ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ 
foǊΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ŀŦŦƻǊŘŀōƭŜ ǿŀȅǎ ǘƻ άǇŀǊǘƴŜǊέ ǘǿƻ ƻǊ ƳƻǊŜ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎΦ  
 
A final recommendation note: 
After my UMConnect (Acrobat Connect Pro) trial, I began to wonder if other Initiative 
Funds would benefit from adopting and using the same SaaS (Software as a Service).  
Contracting together could potentially provide some reduction in fees and having more 
people with the knowledge base for a particular service would also be beneficial to all.  
On the converse, it may not be a bad idea for WCI staff members to use different 
services.  Although if all use the same, that larger knowledge base is readily available, 
not all services will be appropriate for all people. 
 
Although implementing a service seems like an end it is not.  Continue to evaluate 
software, keeping abreast of industry changes and promising newcomers.  DƻƴΩǘ be 
afraid to put a little SaaS (Service as a Software) in your communication arsenal.  Strive 
to find the appropriate mixture of f2f and non-f2f meetings that works for the 
organization. 
 
 
 
 
¢ƻŘŀȅΩǎ ǘechnology allows meetings to be less about location and more about bringing 
ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀƴŘ ƛŘŜŀǎ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊΦ  tŜƻǇƭŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭƭȅ ōŜ ŦŀŎŜ-to-face to 
communicate (even in medicine ς telemedicine ς ōǳǘ ƘƻǇŜŦǳƭƭȅ ǘƘŜ ǎǳǊƎŜƻƴ ƛǎƴΩǘ 
tweeting during surgery); the ways in which we communicate have come a long way.  
From grunts of cave people, smoke signals, and The Pony ExpressΧnƻǿ ǿŜΩǊŜ ǘǿŜŜǘƛƴƎΗ 
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Meeting Survey Invitation  
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Thank you for your participation!  
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Meeting Survey Responses 
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