VIRTUAL MEETINGS: MAKING DISTANCE OBSOLETE
One of the most compelling features of the Internet today may very well be the ability to communicate inexpensively in real time via computers and virtual meeting technology. With the Internet, you can now see, hear, talk to and collaborate with people in different locations around the world with incurring the expense of travel. 

Conferencing can take many forms, such as video conferencing, audio conferencing, multi-media conferencing, screen sharing, and to a lesser extent, what is commonly referred to in Web parlance as chat.  Let’s examine all the applications of this.  

Videoconferencing
Online virtual meetings are real time interactions that take place over the Internet using such features as audio and video connections, chat tools, and application sharing. Participants in virtual meetings use applications and conferencing programs such as Microsoft’s NetMeeting.
 This particular program allows virtual workgroups to communicate via the Internet. Participants see each other’s faces in small windows on their screens and hear their voices on computer speakers in real time. You can use video and audio simultaneously, just audio, or use the screen sharing capability to collaborate on documents without the need for either audio or video. 

For videoconferences, you will require a digital video camera. Webcams now sell for less than $50 and some laptop computers now come with built-in cameras. Videoconferencing can now be done one-to-one, one-to-many – or multicasting - and many-to-many, also known as, multipoint. Most conferencing software is built on open industry platforms so that even a dial-up connection is enough to get you in the game. However, a broadband connection is ideal.

Telephone Conferencing
You can make local, long-distance and even international telephone calls via the Internet for the cost of a local connection. There is audio conferencing which permits you to communicate verbally, rather than typing out messages. It functions by digitizing your voice and sending the digital data to its recipient over the Internet. 

While the audio quality may leave something to be desired – although this has improved vastly – you can save a large amount of money on long-distance bills.

Other forms of Conferencing
Conferencing without audio or video can be accomplished on the Internet with document management, multimedia conferencing, or screen-sharing applications. Microsoft’s conferencing software NetMeeting – which is included with the Windows XP operating system, allows for users to collaborate on projects via the Web. 

Software programs for multimedia conferencing and screen-sharing provide basic tools for connecting workgroups with in-depth collaboration tools that enable users to control and synchronize applications and presentation of text, graphics, images, sound and video.

Let’s now take a quick look at the pros and cons of this increasingly popular business model for conducting organizational and personnel conferences online.

Advantages of Virtual Meetings 
1. The economic benefits of conducting virtual meetings cannot be understated. They can help reduce the costs of in-person meetings by eliminating travel and hotel expenses.

2. Focus can be total. The participants, presenters and content showcased can command undivided attention and complete focus, much unlike what can occur at physical meetings.

3. Privacy. While you are attending the virtual reality meeting, you have almost complete and total privacy. It provides for a modicum of freedom than being in a physical meeting.

4. Orderliness. The simple fact is that during virtual business meetings, things can be much more orderly. Conferencing technologies themselves can enforce a one-at-a-time talking features. This allows for every participant to have equal access for input.

Challenges of Virtual Meetings
1. Less immediacy. 
When in a virtual meeting, there is less opportunity – at least for now - to be spontaneous, to interrupt someone else or interject a point quickly. There are also minimal chances to utilize body language or facial expressions.

2. Opportunities for distractions. 
While there can be total focus indeed, unless the agenda is managed by skilled presenters who oversee the agenda, purpose, supporting visuals and content distribution, any virtual participant has many opportunities for getting distracted.

3. No room for unskilled presenters and unexpected. 
While in a live physical business meeting, the presence and character of the individual can balance out for lack of basic communications skills. The technology world levels out the playing field in great favour of skilled, techno-savvy communicators. Missing body language and facial cues, it becomes all about who can best manipulate the technology in a clear manner.

4. Technology issues. 
Tools of technology can be an issue in restricting the flow of fluid, natural and spontaneous interactions just because their presence and use requires a lot of attention and skill from users. When the technologies for virtual meetings disappear into the background, then the use of them will as natural and intuitive as face-to-face, physical meetings, then the technology will truly make distances obsolete.        
