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A Guide To Web Conferencing Interactivity

By Ken Molay

President, Webinar Success
Web seminars and web conferences are a great way to impart information, share ideas, and collaborate. But they often fall into a conventional public speaking format where the presenter talks and the audience passively listens. The features of virtual conferencing software allow you to make a web meeting more interactive and engaging for the audience than an in-room presentation. This paper briefly outlines some ways you can improve the participatory experience. 

1. Set a tone of interactivity up front, before the event. Ask your registrants to participate by submitting questions, concerns, or interests that they would like you to address in the presentation. This gets them involved and gives them a stake in attending. Self-interest is a powerful motivator. You can add fields on the event registration page or ask them for feedback in a confirmation or reminder email for the event.

2. See if there is a way to let early attendees interact with the conferencing software while they are waiting for the presentation to start. Encourage typed chat, offer an online game, or put up polls to get them used to being an active participant in the conference.

3. Early in your presentation, get first names involved. Ask attendees to type their name to show that they can hear you. Mention first names throughout your presentation. When someone makes a comment or asks a question, refer to them by first name. It builds the perception that you are paying attention to individuals, rather than just talking in the abstract.

4. Phrase each sentence as if you are speaking directly to one person, not to an audience of many. Say “you” instead of “everyone.” Each audience member should be able to maintain the illusion that you are delivering your information directly to them.

5. Sprinkle in some fun questions that solicit input without consequences. Try to find something that has mass appeal and popularity. Let your audience know that participation is fun, not something to be wary of.

6. Occasionally use questions rather than statements to introduce or summarize information. Instead of “Here are the three main things you should remember...” try “Can you remember the three things I said were most important in this discussion?” It involves the audience in actively thinking, with a little bit of private competition to see if they can come up with the answer before you say it.

7. Give your audience a way to give you feedback on an ongoing basis. Use status indicators or an always-open poll if available in your software. They should be able to tell you to speed up, slow down, speak louder, or review a topic. If you have no other way to do it, remind them to type in feedback for you.

8. When using audience polls, stress how answering gives them some benefit or otherwise appeals to their self-interest. Watch out for sales qualification or marketing demographic polls. Strive to present polls where you are comfortable showing the results to the audience and discussing them. Answering a poll and not seeing the results lessens the value of the interaction for audience members.

9. Surveys can be more open-ended than polls and give you more information. But they can slow down the flow of your event and results may not be available immediately for review and commentary. You may wish to save survey questions for the end of your event.

10. Scored or graded quizzes can be a good way to test comprehension and retention. If you use a scored online test, let the audience know their score as they complete it. This builds a two-way interaction in the answers and results, rather than having them supply answers blindly with no response from you.
11. Whiteboards can be a good way to collect and display information in brainstorming sessions. These are best suited for small team meetings. You can turn over drawing control to other participants or you may act as the central coordinator and secretary for everyone’s thoughts.

12. Remember that interactivity doesn’t stop when you hit your last slide. You can extend the audience’s ability to work with you and participate by hosting an interactive Q&A session, by letting the audience download materials associated with the subject, or by giving them the ability to supply additional feedback and request contacts and information.

13. Adding interactivity to your web conferences requires additional planning, particularly for backup if things go wrong. You can no longer simply rely on a moderator to advance your slides for you if you lose connection as a presenter. 
· If possible, log in on two computers, as a presenter and as an audience member, so you can see the interactions as your audience sees them. Most conferencing packages give you the opportunity to promote an audience member to presenter status, so if your primary machine loses connection or freezes, the moderator can promote you on the second machine and you can carry on the presentation.
· If you use a lot of interaction in your event, your slide deck doesn’t tell the whole story of your presentation. So it is a nice idea to create a summary for your audience, to respond to their requests for a take-away document. 
· Very interactive presentations also run the risk of being frustrating for on-demand viewers watching a recording. They can’t participate in the action and may feel left out. You may want to consider creating a more conventional recording for on-demand use.

14. Different levels of audience interactivity are appropriate for different types of meetings. 

· A personal conversation with one or two people doesn’t require a lot of web conferencing feature usage. You will be having an interactive dialog with your audience members and should involve plenty of back and forth interactions just in the flow of the talk. 

· Small collaborative sessions typically make use of chat features, whiteboarding, and verbal interactions rather than formalized polls and surveys.

· Mid-sized classroom instruction and training should use many different types of interactivity features to make the learning experience an active one instead of passive. Tests, polls, games, and whiteboards are all appropriate to hold interest levels and gauge comprehension.

· Large one-to-many events such as lead generation webinars or employee communications should make good use of pre- and post-event interactions with registrants and attendees, while mixing in occasional audience interactions during the presentation. 

If you have questions or comments about this subject, please contact me by email: kmolay@wsuccess.com. I would love to hear from you.
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