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                                                         Introduction 

The first person to watch television undoubtedly imagined one 

day talking to the person onscreen.  The concept of video 

conferencing, now web conferencing, has been promoted as a 

soon-to-emerge business tool again and again since then.  

Finally, after 40 years of grand hype and flashy prototypes that 

never quite lived up to expectations, web conferencing has 

arrived.  It works.  It provides real value.  People are using it. 

 

Planning, scheduling, attending and leading a web conference 

today is easy, fast, affordable, and effective.  The benefits 

promised for so many decades are now a consistent result – 

employees are more productive, travel costs are reduced, time 

is saved, and meetings are more effective due to flexible 

scheduling, expanded attendance, the impact of visual aids, 

and greater collaboration afforded web conference 

participants.  There’s a solution for every need as many 

vendors offer proven systems with a diverse range of features, 

capabilities, and price models.    

 

Those vendors also provide reams of marketing collateral, case 

studies, and white papers supporting the value proposition of 

web conferencing.  This paper does not re-examine those 

issues; instead, it seeks to develop more informed buyers, 

which will lead to the rise of the stronger providers and overall, 

a stronger web conferencing industry.  It offers a high-level 

perspective only in order to address the breadth of web 

conferencing products and solutions available. 

 

   

 

 

 



 

Buyer’s Guide:  Web Conferencing Solutions 
 

 

Definition 

Web conferencing encompasses many technologies that together allow multiple users on various 

devices and in far-flung locations to communicate over the Internet through a virtual meeting room.  By 

linking and synchronizing video, Internet, and telephone communications, web conferencing enables all 

participants to simultaneously share and discuss information and ideas.     

 

Web Conferencing vs. Webcasting 
CRITERIA WEBCASTING WEB CONFERENCING 

Targeted Application Broadcasts, Presentations, and Training Sharing of data during meetings 

Optimal Audience Size Medium to Huge Small to Medium 

Integrated Audio Yes (broadcast only) No (requires audio bridge at extra cost) 

Integrated Video 
Yes - high quality, video is the focus of the 
session 

Yes, but typically lower quality because video 
is not the focus 

Level of Interaction Basic (text chat, polling, etc.) High (voice, annotations, etc.) 

Communication Delay Moderate (a few seconds) Low (nearly real time) 

Cost per event 
Moderate un-front cost; Low participant 
cost 

Low/no up-front costs, moderate participant 
costs. 

 

Identify Your Needs 

Web conferencing is a broad category that includes disparate technologies and various capabilities 

depending on the service provider’s market focus.  To select the best vendor for your company, begin 

with a preliminary assessment of your needs.  It is likely that there are specific features and functionality 

that you will require. 

 

However, don’t lock down that list yet.  Instead, next conduct high-level research of the overall solution 

offering from the web conferencing industry – there may be capabilities of which you are not aware that 

can significantly raise the project ROI.  Add any new features you find to the original requirements list 

and rank each as either “necessary” or “like to have.”  Now you are ready to select the top providers of 

those “necessary features.”  If no vendor stands out from the others, comparing how many of your “like 

to have” features each vendor offers can be the final determiner.    

 

For most users, their necessary requirements will include most, if not all, of these basic web 

conferencing capabilities: 

 



 Share Desktop – participants view a common desktop, typically the meeting moderator’s, and see 

the same applications and files. 

 

 Live audio/video – one or more participating individual or groups can stream live audio and video 

to other participants.  Groups in several locations, for example, may view the same presenter, or 

two groups could see video of the each other.  It can be as simple as activating a webcam or as 

powerful as a television studio fee.    

 

 Presentations – this is the primary purpose and most popular use of web conferencing:  share a 

PowerPoint or other presentation format with conference participants in full-screen mode.   

 

 Chat – empower participant feedback and discussion.  Obviously, standard conference call 

telephone connections can link participants for a group discussion; however, some web 

conferencing solutions incorporate VoiP technology to merge voice and data through the 

computing device.  In addition, most solutions offer text chat to a group discussion thread.  Others 

may enable private texts between participants.  Text chat is often used for posing questions to the 

presenter or other expert. 

 

 Conference Capture – the meeting can be digitally recorded by the presenter and/or participants 

for later review or to share with non-participants.  Depending on the solution, audio, video, text, 

and shared graphic images and files can be saved and packaged for distribution. 

 

 Interactive Whiteboard – typically the presenter uses the whiteboard to illustrate the concepts 

discussed.  Some solutions allow any user to originate or embellish whiteboard illustrations. 

  

 
 

Other features may be offered as options by vendors or are only required for specific purposes or by 

“power” users.  These advanced web conferencing capabilities include: 

 



 Remote Control – often used in training exercises or by computer repair technicians, users cede 

control of their computer’s desktop or application to receive live assistance or guidance. 

 

 File Sharing – allows conference files to be up/down loaded by participants in order to share 

content with all participants. 

 

 Integrated Audio – this is the use of VoiP telephone described above to create streaming voice and 

data rather than using a separate conference phone call between participants.  An attractive value 

for international conferences. 

 

 Document Collaboration – crowdsource information as conference participants simultaneously 

contribute to the creation of a document or graphic. 

 

 Accredited e-Learning – web conferencing is a critical component of many online education 

programs.  The vendors in this vertical add participant monitoring and testing functionality to 

allow students to learn from any place at any time they choose.    

 

 Metrics – integrated polling and survey tools let moderators capture feedback and assess 

performance.   

 

 Customer Support – until you’ve had dozens of people around the world doing nothing while your 

web conference technology fails, you may not realize the value of 24/7 live customer support.  For 

many users, however, a lower level of support is sufficient.    

 

Measure the Value 

Before you can consider price, you have to establish the value of web conferencing to your company.  

The industry offers a number of pricing models; but, you have understand when and how web 

conferencing pays off for your company before making your choice.  For example, you may just have a 

one-time need, or only seek to provide pre-recorded webcasts.  The ideal pricing model delivers the 

value you need when you need it and does not require payment until after you’ve received that value.    

 

Web conferencing delivers the best presentation modality to achieve the results predicted by researcher 

Edgar Dale in his “Dale’s Cone of Experience” (Walters, 1993).   That study concluded that attendees will 

remember: 

 20 percent of what they hear 

 30 percent of what they see 

 50 percent of what they see and hear 

 80 percent of what they hear, see, and do 

 

Web conferencing users report a number of measurable benefits including: 



  

 Low Cost Per Participant – web conferencing can expand the reach of your communications to 

more customers and prospects in less time and for a lower cost per participant. 

 

 Travel Costs Eliminated – this is a no-brainer.  Bringing everyone together from remote locations 

for a conference is expensive.  Web conferencing is not. 

 

 More Effective – whether web conferencing is used for internal training, sales presentations, or 

routine collaboration, when compared with other low cost options, it has proven to produce 

better results per dollar spent than those alternatives.   The effectiveness of visual presentations 

was confirmed in a landmark study by Lynn Oppenheim of the Wharton School’s Applied Research 

Center which found that those who used visuals in their presentations were perceived as more 

professional and polished, more persuasive, better prepared, more interesting , and more 

credible.  Retention rates for attendees also increased dramatically.  

 

Other benefits from web conferencing are harder to measure but the value is real.  Intangible benefits 

include: 

 Real-time information sharing 

 Capture of valid feedback at the point of discussion  

 Foster innovation and seek consensus   

 Overcome geographic barriers 

 Minimize disruption of staff 

 Wiki-style editing of documents and collateral 

 

Also, a study published by the University of Minnesota found that meetings in which the presenter used 

visuals, like those utilized in web conferencing were more than 25% shorter (26 minutes vs. 19 minutes) 

than meetings without visuals, which can translate into significant savings as staff return to work 

sooner.    

 

 

 

Understand the Available Pricing Models 

How you pay for web conferencing can be more critical to project success than the value it provides.  If 

you only pay for a one-time use of a web conferencing solution and only receive half of the anticipated 

value, you could still be better off than if you invested in all of the hardware, software, and support 

infrastructure needed to deliver web conferencing capability and only got back 75 percent of the 

predicted value.   Most vendors offer one or more of these business models: 

 

 Licensed, On-premises Solution – this traditional approach requires a high upfront capital expense 

for hardware, software licenses, and floor space, and ongoing utility and support costs.  Frequent 



users can use the strategy to achieve economies of scale, and power users may require licenses to 

customize the software.  Other users will likely find this approach to expensive.    

 Software as a Service (SaaS) – many vendors offer the popular SaaS model that provides “pay per 

use” pricing.  The SaaS provider owns the hardware and software licenses and hosts and maintains 

the solution.  Users enjoy low upfront costs, low risks, and have no system support responsibility.  

The disadvantages include limitations on application customization and integration.  Over the long 

term or with high usage, SaaS price models can cost more. 

 

 Licensed, Hosted Solution – in this “blended” strategy, your company still buys the web 

conferencing licenses; however, hosting and application support is outsourced to a service 

provider.  The company gets the benefits of application control and customization without 

assuming responsibility for maintaining the hardware, software, and internet connection.     

 

Except for high-volume users, most companies should consider an initial project using a SaaS solution to 

confirm the solution meets the project requirements and delivers the expected return on investment 

before investing in licenses and hardware.  With the knowledge obtained from the assessment, you can 

make an informed decision regarding the long-term business strategy. 

 

Web Conferencing System Components 
Videoconferencing Codec Unit  Merges and compresses A/V inputs 

Camera Captures presentation 

Microphone 
Use a high quality unit to ensure 
legibility 

Video Display  Users' monitors or projector 

Network Connection High-speed broadband required 

Stands & Equipment Carts Miscellaneous equipment 

Conference Room Lighting 
Can make all the difference to a 
successful presentation 

 

Finally, Expect the Unexpected 

Like any technology solution, implementing a web conferencing capability involves ancillary risks that 

should be identified and planned for.  Examples include: 

 

 Technical Limitations – any number of system failures unrelated to the web conferencing 

application can prevent you from attaining project goals.  Insufficient bandwidth, for example, can 

degrade performance and discourage attendance.  A security breach could allow access by 

uninvited participants which could overload the system or expose proprietary information.  Ensure 

the infrastructure supporting and securing your web conference can manage the expect user 

volume.  

 



 Vendor Competence – every prospective vendor will tell a great story about its excellent customer 

service.  You have to look beyond the marketing hype to find the truth.  You will require sufficient 

uptime and performance guarantees, but it’s not enough to rely on a solid service level 

agreement.  Exercise your due diligence to research the vendor’s performance history.  Talk to 

their customers and identify those with requirements similar to yours for comparison. 

 

 Temper Expectations – web conferencing works, but there’s still room for improvement.  Vendors 

will show you a lot of whiz-bang technology; you might imagine even more.  Understand that each 

technology doesn’t offer every feature.  Other capabilities may simply still cost too much or are 

still hard to use and not worth the effort.  Temper your expectations.  Web conferencing can do 

wonderful things, but maybe not everything.  

 

 

Follow these guidelines when selecting a web conferencing solution and maintain discipline in the face 

of the marketing blitz you are sure to face while shopping around, and you can find the value needles in 

the haystack of web conferencing vendors.  There are many very strong solution providers and others 

that are growing stronger.  With just a little time and research, you can find the right solution for your 

company. 

 

 

 

  

 


