VC Moderation


Managing the Flow of Communication in Videoconferences

By Charles Maguire and Pietronella Van Den Oever

The Videoconference is a means of communication and its effectiveness depends on how well it is used by presenters and participants. What follows is a brief description of the role played by persons who have the responsibility of making sure that effective communications take place in videoconferences.

Major Roles of the Communication Manager of a Videoconference

The title or name and the role of the communication manager or leader of the Videoconference will depend on the objectives of the event and how the participants are expected to interact with each other and with the specialist presenters. Three important roles are described below although it must be recognized that a good communications manager can play any of the three interchangeable roles depending on the circumstances and, sometimes, will use skills from all three roles in a particular videoconference. The good communications manager is flexible and can adapt to the needs of the event.
Facilitator 
The word facilitator comes from the verb to facilitate or to make easier. In the case of Videoconferences involving multiple linked sites and presentations by specialists and participants the facilitator is the person who makes communication easier and ensures that the event flows smoothly from beginning to end.

1. The purpose of the facilitator is to keep the event flowing and to ensure that participants are recognized and given the opportunity to speak and interact. 

2. The facilitator does not act as a subject-matter specialist or commentator. People who act as facilitators do not show how much they know about the subject being discussed and they do not directly challenge specialist speakers or presenters.
3. A facilitator should summarize key data at appropriate intervals during the videoconference and, again, at the end of the event to help participants follow the communication flow. For example, the facilitator might say “So far we have heard the following points or arguments or reports. We thank all those who have contributed so far and now we must move on to the next part of the program (or, alternatively, take another question from the audience).”  At the end, before signing off, the facilitator would again summarize and say something like: “we have had an interesting session and here are the main points made by our specialist guests and members of the Videoconference audience. The following important suggestions that came from the Videoconference will require further discussion and a plan for implementation”. If the event has suggested that participants undertake some “homework” the facilitator will remind them of the fact and indicate when it is due and where it should be posted on a website or sent as hard copy to a specific address.  

4. Time management is critical: VCs have a strict time limit and the limits cannot be exceeded. The facilitator’s role is to make sure not only that the event remains within the time frame, but also that time is well allocated in order to achieve the objectives of the event.
5. Effective communications are two-way interactions. The facilitator must also make sure that interaction takes place so that people’s questions get clarified and answered, comments are made and experiences shared. 

6. The rules of time management must be announced to presenters and participants and understood in advance. After introducing each speaker, the facilitator tells him/her how many minutes that s/he is going to have and, in a pleasant manner, indicates that this limit will be strictly enforced.
7. Time management techniques: the facilitator may place a large clock on the table for all to see; signs which indicate that the speaker has five, four, three, two or one minute remaining can be prepared in advance and shown off camera to the speaker; and, if the speaker is not likely to finish on time the facilitator may have to interrupt the speaker and indicate that time is running out. 

In summary, the facilitator is the person who manages the flow, the one who says “This is why we are here”. “This is what we are trying to achieve”. “Here is who is involved in our electronically-linked network today”. Once the videoconference begins the facilitator keeps it moving, summarizes, gives people a chance to interact, summarizes again, keeps the time firmly but nicely under control, and signs off.   

Moderator 
A moderator is the person who manages communications between, typically, a panel of specialists and audiences at multiple sites. The moderator, as manager of the communications flow, is part facilitator but really is more like a referee in a football game, who 1) makes sure that the rules of the game (event) are followed; 2) that all the players (speakers and audience) get an opportunity to participate; 3) when somebody breaks the rules of the game s/he is reminded of the rules and brought back into line; 4) gives an opportunity to everybody on the panel to have an opinion; 5) seeks clarification if some panelists are not terribly clear; 6) asks for comments or questions from the audience; 7) and summarizes the comments or questions for the panelists when necessary.
1. The purpose of the moderator is to act as facilitator of interaction but also to be the “referee” in ensuring that resource persons and the audience address specific questions and issues arising from the discussion. 

2. At the beginning of a session, the moderator will state what the panel discussion is about, and will introduce the panelists.
3. The moderator should request speaker’s details in advance and introduce each one at the beginning of the event. It is important to ask speakers/panelist/resource persons how they want to be described (such as doctor, professor, etc.) and introduced (long academic and work history or highlights of relevant experience).

4. The moderator may be a specialist but must not dominate discussion. 

5. The moderator elicits questions and comments from the audience, and takes care to summarize these for the panelists when necessary. 

6. The moderator offers a summary at the end of the event highlighting those points that appear important.

7. Time management is again critical and the rules should be clarified at the beginning. The moderator must never appear to be pressured by time and to the audience and panelists he or she will appear to be in control at all times.  
In summary: The moderator will open the event, explain why the panel is present, what the topic and title of the discussion is, introduce panelists, explain how much time is available and how he or she will manage the time, and then begin by asking one of the members to lead and start the discussion. The moderator only interrupts to get clarification and allow people to follow up. A moderator will make a brief summary when making a transition between topics and sub-topics or at the end of segments of the event. Time is carefully managed in a low key manner.
Discussion Leader 
The discussion leader is often a specialist who serves as a catalyst who makes the discussion work by playing multiple roles of facilitator, moderator and specialist. Discussion events are usually very interactive in a smaller space configured in a “U” or horseshoe shape but are less suited to a multi-site electronic videoconferencing event. This methodology can work if the discussion is being observed by multiple sites rather than when multiple sites actually participate in active discussion

1. The role of the discussion leader is to be the catalyst who acts partly as facilitator of discussion, partly as moderator (someone has to be in charge), and partly as specialist commentator.

2. The discussion leader announces the topic, introduces the members, explains the rules of interaction and keeps time.

3. The discussion leader may make an opening statement to provide a context for the discussion, invite one person to begin the discussion and, as necessary, participate in the discussion (especially if interaction begins to weaken), summarize at intervals, and ask members to clarify or repeat if their statements appear unclear.

4. If there is an audience in the room or linked electronically the discussion leader may invite comments and questions and manage the response flow.
5. Time management is again critical.

In summary: The discussion leader is in charge of the event. S/he announces the topic, introduces the members of the discussion group, and explains the rules pertaining to time management and of discussant’s participation. The discussion leader may summarize at certain points and may ask for clarification if it is called for. It will be important to be conscious of the audience that is watching electronically and to ensure that they understand what points have been made and what issues have been raised. Before signing off, a little summary is a very useful way to finish.  

Handling the Crisis: What to Do When Things Go Wrong?

Despite advances in communication technology and reliability of videoconference connections the facilitator, moderator and discussion group leader can expect unforeseen crises when audio or video connections fail. The probability of such an event is higher when multiple sites between time zones are connected. Breakdowns can occur due to influences of weather, temporary loss of electricity, connectivity problems, lack of familiarity with the medium, and unexplainable technical issues. 

Typically, the videoconference technician in the hub unit will alert the facilitator, moderator, or discussion leader to the fact that a break in the audio or video link has occurred and that the link is in the process of being restored. The facilitator, moderator or discussion leader should then inform the other linked sites that a breakdown has occurred with a particular site but that the program will continue without the “down” site until transmission is restored. When the problem site comes back on line it should be given a summary of what had happened while it was out of contact and then the program continues.

At all costs a lengthy silent gap with the program interrupted must be avoided because it breaks concentration of all connected sites and makes the flow of communications difficult to restore. Any gap also consumes time and time is the one commodity that is so precious in videoconferencing.

In the event that a particular site does not come back on line during the videoconference participants should receive a written communication from the manager of the program and a proposal to include them in a future videoconference if there are multiple events in the overall program.

Some Lessons from Experience with Videoconferences

Getting everybody ready to participate

The manager of the communication process should invest some initial videoconference time in making sure that all those in linked sites are ready and able to participate actively. This sounds very simplistic but it is critical to a successful communications experience. Typically the technician for the event will alert the facilitator, moderator or discussion leader that all sites are linked and that the program can begin. The first task is to ensure that all sites can, in fact, see and hear each other. A few minutes spent contacting each site and asking if they can clearly see and hear the hub site and each other is time well spent. If a site cannot be heard or states that it cannot see another site or sites, technical personnel will work to get that site in working order.

Once all sites have reported that they are in good working order it is time to welcome them all individually and state the reason for the videoconference. The communications manager for the event introduces him/herself and says a few words about the role he or she will play. The total amount of time available is mentioned and some key happenings listed. These may include a coffee or tea break at a certain point, presentations from one or more sites, a contribution from a specialist, and a final summary before closing the event. The final item is to explain how time will be managed by the communication manager.

The running order

When an observer watches a well run videoconference it appears to be so simple to implement. However, few realize how much preparation and precise time measurements go into the design. Each videoconference has a Running Order document that details every minute of the allotted videoconference time. The Running Order is like a detailed itinerary and all participants should have a copy.

A very important aspect of the running order is to give participants one or two breaks during the two or thee hours of transmission time. Adults have relatively short concentration spans so if they are asked to remain seated watching a screen for long periods they lose concentration and gain little from the experience. The running order should allow for a break of fifteen to twenty minutes to enable people to stretch, walk about, go to the bathroom, have some tea or coffee, or get fresh air. When they return they will be refreshed and ready to participate actively.

Clearing the airwaves

It is not uncommon to find that after sites make presentations, offer comments or raise questions they can forget to turn off or mute their microphones. This leads to a lot of noise and static in the overall transmission and decreases the overall sound quality. Due to the voice-activated feature of the videoconferencing equipment, the noise from an un-mute site will bring its picture onto the main screen to interrupt the presentation. So the moderator needs to remind all sites to turn off their microphones once they have finished speaking and, if they forget to do so, interrupt the program to remind them. The hub technician will always be able to identify the site that has failed to turn off its microphone.

Summarize and summarize again

The communication manager for the videoconference event should summarize at intervals, and provide an end of videoconference summary. Why is this necessary? First, many people who participate have difficulty following a multiplicity of accents in a lingua franca. Multiple site participants may each have a national language and if there is a common language such as English used throughout the videoconference many may lose the thread of information. Short clear summaries allow these participants to better understand what is happening and the main points being made. Others, while waiting to speak, may be somewhat nervous and do not hear what others are saying so the summary helps to bring them into focus. The final summary prior to closing the event should capture the most relevant lessons from the videoconference and allow participants to leave with these points fresh on their minds.

Don’t forget to say Thank You

When the communication manager closes the videoconference, s/he should not forget to thank all participants for attending, the specialist resource persons for their contribution, and the technician behind the scenes who held the widely scattered network of sites together. If there is a future event planned (perhaps another videoconference in a series) participants should be reminded of the date.
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PAGE  
1

