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Executive Summary

Whether you’re a large corporation with offices around the globe or a small business run out of a home office, web confer-
encing tools are enabling organizations to reduce costs, reach new markets, accelerate business processes, and improve 
business decisions. Since the first web conferencing product hit the market over a decade ago, there have been great ad-
vances in the features and functionality available to consumers. Beyond the era of experimentation, web conferencing has 
transformed from a stand-alone remote sharing tool into a key collaborative component of Unified Communications (UC).

Now that web conferencing has become such a widely accepted business tool, there has been a dramatic increase in the 
number of service providers entering the marketplace. Because of this growth, it’s becoming more challenging than ever to 
choose the right solution.

Our research has shown that organizations often make purchasing decisions based on one of two criteria: brand recognition 
and pricing. Unfortunately, in many circumstances, this has proven to greatly diminish a substantive return on investment. 
This white paper aims to dissect and shine light on what has become, often times, a challenging business decision by high-
lighting:

•   The different types of web conferencing applications
•   What to look for in a web conferencing provider
•   What to look for when choosing a web conferencing solution
•   The different types of purchasing options

With the information provided here, navigating the abundance of service providers and making the right decision on a solu-
tion that works best for your organization will become a much easier endeavor.
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What is Web conferencing?
Web conferencing refers to a service, delivered remotely 
via an Internet-based technology, which allows for the in-
teraction between people. The service facilitates data and 
video being shared synchronously, across geographically 
dispersed locations in nearly real-time.

In its infancy in the mid-1990s, the concept of a web con-
ferencing application began as a communication tool con-
necting dispersed people via the Internet using text chat or 
instant messaging. What later developed in the late-1990s 
into simple screen-sharing within small workgroups has 
now become a tool by which we can share documents, 
images, applications, audio and video with thousands of 
people, all in real-time.

As stated in Wainhouse Research’s report “Ease of Use 
in Web Conferencing – Why it Matters,” …web conferenc-
ing has become ubiquitous, with “webinars” becoming the 
standard term for an online seminar, “virtual classroom” 
the term for online educational settings, and “web (or on-
line) meeting” the term for a meeting where information is 
shared from someone’s PC. Users of all stripes, from train-
ers to sales professionals to engineers – and many oth-
ers – now use web conferencing for formal and informal 
knowledge sharing.

Why companies are using Web 
conferencing and online collaboration
Remember when companies used to send employees on 
business trips? Whether it was to meet with customers, 
give a pitch to a business prospect, present a new product 
to a partner or train a team of new employees – scheduling 
a flight, booking a hotel and being away from the office was 
how traditional business was done. 

Now companies are investing more heavily in burgeoning 
technologies like web conferencing as a means to reduce 
the expense and lost productivity related to travel. Since 
its early days of inception back in the 90’s, web and video 
conferencing solutions have become ever-increasingly 
more reliable and better suited to replicate the traditional 
in-person meeting or event.

According to MarketResearch.com’s report released in May 
of 2011, “Global Team Collaboration Software, & Audio, 
Video, Web Conferencing Solutions Market (2009-2015),” 
the collaboration and Web conferencing market is expect-
ed to register a Compound Annual Growth Rate (CAGR) of 
10.4 percent and reach $19.97 billion by 2015. Simply put, 
the growth in the industry is because web conferencing and 
online collaboration are drivers that enhance productivity, 
lower costs and even the playing field for SMB’s - not to 
mention the positive impact virtual meetings and online col-
laboration have on the environment.

In recent years, web conferencing has truly gained glob-
al momentum and adoption. Companies throughout the 
world, whether large or small, are beginning to recognize 
the varied benefits in this increasingly beneficial technol-
ogy. Frost Sullivan’s analyst briefing (March 2011) sum-
marized it best when they said, “As companies support a 
growing number of virtual workers, as well as continue to 
face budget cuts and travel restrictions, they are looking for 
technology to step in. Web conferencing makes it easy and 
cost-effective for employees, partners and customers to 
connect and collaborate across time zones and geographic 
and cultural boundaries.” 

What to look for when choosing a web 
conferencing provider
With more than 50 different web conferencing providers vy-
ing for their share of the market, the search for the right 
solution to fit your business needs can be a daunting task. 

In the past, web and video conferencing was often slow, 
unreliable and complicated to use. Fortunately, vendors 
have taken the knowledge and experience learned over the 
past two decades to develop solutions that more closely 
replicate the dynamics of face-to-face interactions. How-
ever, even as adoption rates of web conferencing continue 
to climb, the lack of industry standards can make it difficult 
to compare solutions side-by-side. 

Due to the ever increasing number of web conferencing 
providers and growth in cloud-based technologies, we’ve 
begun to see a move to acquire and consolidate vendors. 
Large companies have begun acquiring service provid-
ers and integrating them into their portfolio of product of-
ferings. This was the case with WebEx (acquired in 2007) 
and GoToMyPC (Expertcity acquired in 2003), two widely 
adopted products on the market today, whereby Cisco and 
Citrix (respectively) have taken an opportunity to augment 
their traditional product offerings with a web conferencing 
solution that can either be sold as an add-on for their large 
enterprise clients or as a one-off solution for SMB’s. Albeit, 
“rounding out” their product lines allows them to expand 
their product offering and grow their client base, it also has 
an impact on the level of service and support these com-
panies can offer  their users.  Being a customer of a  multi-

“Web conferencing makes it easy and 
cost-effective for employees, partners 
and customers to connect and collabo-
rate across time zones and geographic 
and cultural boundaries.”

Frost Sulivan
March 2011
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national, world conglomerate, can have its benefits but it 
isn’t necessarily the best choice if timely customer support, 
flexibility, accountability and personal attention are a part of 
your business requirements. 

Further consolidation and acquisitions in the industry will 
assuredly continue so it’s important to make sure you un-
derstand your organization’s requirements and long term 
objectives. Choosing a company with longevity in the  
marketplace is a good start to ensuring a lasting relation-
ship. The number of years a service provider has been 
in the business can often give you an indication as to the 
soundness of the products they offer and overall quality of 
their service.

Types of web conferencing
Whether your organization conducts conferences, semi-
nars, sales presentations, training, or day-to-day meetings, 
there are web conferencing solutions that will facilitate the 
seamless transition of those face-to-face interactions into 
an online web-based forum. 

Web conferences can generally be divided into 3 major 
types:

Webinars 

Webinars are used primarily to present information to large 
and often widely dispersed audiences. Webinars typically 
replace the traditional seminar, lecture or workshop, where 
people would gather at a physical location. A webinar, short 
for Web-based seminar, is often referred to as a one-to-
many format where a presenter is delivering content to an 
audience with minimal interaction. However, some web 
conferencing solutions can foster a more collaborative en-
vironment by providing Polling, Surveys and other instant 
feedback capabilities that facilitate interaction and promote 
attendee engagement.

For sales organizations, webinars have become a wide-
ly used tool for helping increase product awareness and 
sales leads. Since attending a virtual seminar is easier and 
more cost effective than traveling to a traditional on-prem-
ise event, customers and prospects alike are much more 
inclined to attend. Companies benefit by realizing both an 
increase in the number of attendees as well as a significant 
boost to their sales pipeline. Transitioning seminars to we-
binars not only lowers the barrier of entry for attendees but 
also eliminates the increasingly high costs associated with 
securing and setting up a physical venue, making webinars 
a real win-win.

Meetings

With its ever-increasing features and functionality, web 
conferencing has begun replacing the traditional face-to-
face meeting, where interaction and collaboration are fun-
damental to productivity. With the addition of a webcam, 

replicating the attributes of an in-person meeting are ac-
complished by combining facial recognition with the ability 
to share content; whether it be a PowerPoint presentation, 
Word document, web content, or multi-media. Anything 
short of physical contact can now be achieved via an on-
line meeting.

Ideal for small group interactions, companies have begun 
replacing their employee, sales, vendor, partner and client 
meetings with web-based meetings. It allows everyone in 
the virtual “room” to see one another and to interact with 
each other utilizing tools such as application sharing, in-
teractive white-boarding, public and private chat, virtual 
hand-raising, annotation and polling, among others. Com-
bined with audio via a traditional conferencing bridge (or, 
if offered, integrated Internet audio), even those halfway 
around the world can fully interact with meeting participants 
with a few clicks of a mouse.

As globalization continues and adoption of the virtual work-
place increases, web meetings as a means to convene and 
collaborate will continue to become more commonplace in 
the corporate world. The cost savings coupled with the in-
crease in productivity will ensure online meetings become 
more widely adopted as organizations continue efforts to 
innovate and maintain their competiveness in an ever in-
creasing global economy.

Virtual Classrooms (e-Learning and 
Online Training)

Conducting training sessions in a classroom environment 
was often necessary to foster student engagement and en-
sure comprehension. Due to the ongoing development of 
online collaboration tools and web conferencing solutions 
over the past decade, this in-person style of teaching and 
training has become less of a necessity to ensure effective 
knowledge transfer. 

With the ability to replicate most, if not all, of the attributes 
of a traditional classroom setting, virtual classrooms allow 
trainers and teachers to deliver their curriculum to an audi-
ence regardless of geography or time zone. And with the 
ability to record a training session or course, educational 
institutions and corporate training departments can utilize 
Learning Management Systems (LMS) to schedule, man-
age and deliver live or on-demand sessions/courses to 
anyone, anywhere, at any time.

...there are web conferencing solutions 
that will facilitate the seamless transi-
tion of those face-to-face interactions 
into an online web-based forum.
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Using electronic tests, quizzes, surveys, hand-raising, 
virtual break-out groups and participation engagement 
monitoring tools, educators and trainers are finding web 
conferencing a preferred delivery method for their curricu-
lum as opposed to the traditional classroom. Whether in a 
corporate environment delivering employee training or at a 
higher-education college or university teaching a course, 
Virtual Classrooms are becoming more widely adopted as 
an effective alternative to on-premise classrooms.

What to look for when choosing a web 
conferencing solution
There are a number of features and functionality one 
should research when choosing a web conferencing solu-
tion. The previous section described the different applica-
tions for web conferencing. Within those use cases are dif-
fering features one would want to explore before making a 
purchasing decision. Provided here are some general and 
application-driven questions one will want to answer prior 
to researching vendors or making a purchase. Answering 
these questions will not only help bring into focus exactly 
what you require in a solution but it will also help prospec-
tive vendors make certain their solutions meet your needs; 
ultimately ensuring a smooth implementation.

Keep in mind, not all web conferencing service providers 
offer a solution for each use case described in the prior 
section. Some companies specialize in webinars, offering 
expanded event management services; while others may 
offer a set of features that are better suited to an e-Learn-
ing environment, where an integrated LMS might be includ-
ed. Still, there are some service providers that offer a set 
of solutions for all types of use cases. These are typically 
referred to as full-suite providers. Be sure to explore these 
vendors as organizations often find new use cases for web 
conferencing as their adoption increases and business re-
quirements evolve. Having to purchase different solutions 
from multiple vendors not only diminishes your bargaining 
power but there’s also the time and resources needed to 
learning a new tool – both of which can be avoided simply 
by thinking about longer-term objectives and growth pos-
sibilities.

Questions to Answer:

Q) What is my budget?
A) Setting your budget will help you quickly narrow your 

search. Many solutions are priced similarly but this 
metric will help rule out the out-of-budget solutions. 

Q) How many participants will be participating in each  
session?

A) This is an important question to answer since not all 
solutions can facilitate large number of attendees. For 
example, a good webinar solution should be able to 
support up to 1,000 participants at a time. Make sure 
to think about how many people will be attending your 
sessions and then review this metric with prospective 
vendors.

Q) How many individuals will be initiating or leading web 
conferences in my organization?

A) Many web conferencing companies base their pricing 
on the number of people using the service. If you don’t 
know this number, it could be difficult to get accurate 
and timely pricing.

Q) What type of content will I be sharing in my session?
A) The type of content one may wish to share in a ses-

sion can consist of anything from a PowerPoint pre-
sentation, Word document, YouTube video, drawings, 
web content, images, or even their computer screen 
(i.e. application sharing). For some, just the video of 
the presenter is all that is required. You’ll want to dis-
cuss the types of content and/or video requirements 
you have with the prospective vendors to ensure they 
can meet your needs.

Q) Who will be conducting the sessions and what is their 
level of comfort with technology?

A) You’ll want to take a quick inventory of who will be using 
the web conferencing solution within your organization. 
For large companies and higher education institutions, 
for example, there will be a varying degree of techni-
cal competency of prospective users. Because of this, 
you’ll want to take into consideration the ease-of-use 
and availability of training (both free and purchased) for 
any solution you evaluate.

Q) Will I be sharing sensitive documents or information?
A) The availability of security features may be a concern if 

you plan on sharing highly confidential subject matter. 
Many solutions provide 128-bit AES encryption over 
SSL for data transmitted during a web conference. This 
level of encryption should be sufficient for day-to-day 
web conferences. However, some service providers 
can offer a stronger 256-bit AES encryption for ses-
sions that will involve the review of sensitive and/or 
confidential materials.

Answering these questions will not only 
help bring into focus exactly what you 
require in a solution but it will also help 
prospective vendors make certain their 
solutions meet your needs; ultimately 
ensuring a smooth implementation.
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Q) Do I require additional services such as event manage-
ment, training or implementation support?

A) More often than not, when implementing an enterprise-
wide solution, it becomes necessary to deliver a com-
prehensive training curriculum so internal users can 
quickly get up to speed. For larger-scale events, it can 
be advantageous to have an Event Assistant available 
to help with scheduling, planning, in-session assistance 
and best-practices. A good service provider will offer 
training, event management as well as implementa-
tion support. Not all service providers offer this type of 
service and sometimes, the ones that do, can be cost 
prohibitive. Be sure to investigate a vendor’s service  
offerings closely prior to making any purchase.

Q) Do I need to record my sessions so they can be  
accessed at a later time?

A) Being able to record a web conference is an extremely 
effective way to reduce the amount of time and resourc-
es spent on a given event. Whether a webinar, meeting 
or e-learning session, being able to offer the ability for 
people to access the recordings on-demand can often 
justify the cost of utilizing a web conferencing solution. 
However, not all service providers offer this functionality 
so be sure to inquire.

Q) Will users be using PC’s or Mac’s?
A) Since not all service providers work on both PC’s and 

Mac’s, you’ll want to be sure to inquire as to their com-
patibility. Remember, even though you and/or your 
internal users may not be using a Mac, those outside 
your organization, who are attending a session, might. 
Finding a solution that works with either software/hard-
ware will be advantageous.

Q) Do I need my solution to be integrated into an inter-
nal system or application? (e.g. Customer Relationship 
Management (CRM), Learning Management System 
(LMS))

A) Most, if not all organizations these days are using 
some type of application for managing their customer/
prospect database (CRM) or instructional course load 
(LMS). As the use of web conferencing increases, the 
value of integrating these solutions can help an organi-
zation realize tremendous financial savings and reduce 
the inefficiencies of manually consolidating data. Check 
with your vendors to ensure they either have pre-built 
integrations and/or utilize SOAP-based web services.

Q) Do I require that participants be seen via webcam?
A) Many web conferencing solutions offer the ability to uti-

lize a webcam during a session so the presenter/leader 
can be visible to attendees/participants. However, for 
smaller, more collaborative meetings, you may wish 
to have all participants visible to each other via web-
cam. This visibility helps foster increased engagement 
and more closely replicates the characteristics of an 
in-person meeting. Not all service providers offer this 

“multi-point” video functionality and, of those that do, 
the maximum number of participants viewable at one 
time can vary from as low as two to as high as six or 
more.

Q) Who will be attending and participating in sessions? 
(e.g. hearing impaired, vision impaired, individuals who 
speak a foreign language)

A) As you’re hopefully learning, it is very important to as-
sess who will be creating, leading and attending your 
web conferences. If individuals who speak different dia-
lects or those with hearing/visual impairments will be in 
attendance, you’ll want to be sure that the solution you 
purchase has features and functionality to help address 
these requirements. For example, some solutions now 
include the ability to caption for those that are hearing 
impaired.

When researching web conferencing providers and their 
various solutions, you’ll quickly discover that not all vendors 
offer the same set of features and functionality. That’s why it 
is so important that you define your requirements, research 
as much as possible and ask lots of questions.

Many web conferencing companies also offer a live dem-
onstration of their solution. It’s highly recommended that 
you attend a demonstration so you can clearly see how the 
technology works in a real-world environment. This will also 
give you an opportunity to ask questions and get clarity on 
any of their product features and/or functionality prior to 
making a purchase. 

In addition to a demonstration, be sure to inquire as to 
whether they offer a trial period. Many service providers of-
fer either a 15 or 30 day free trial. Utilize this as an oppor-
tunity to evaluate the solution in a practical setting and, if 
you happen to run into any issues, you will quickly discover 
whether their support services make the grade.  

Purchasing options 

Generally speaking, web conferencing can be purchased 
in one of two ways: via a subscription (Hosted Solution), 
or installed within an organization’s network (Installed or 
Deployed Solution). Both have their advantages and disad-
vantages, which we will look at here.

Hosted Solutions

The Hosted method is probably the easiest and most com-
mon way of deploying a web conferencing solution. Most 
everything you need is accessible via the Web, so as long 
as you have Internet access, you have everything you need 
to get up and running. Generally, you’ll pay a monthly fee 
to your service provider which gets you access to a virtual 
or remote “conference room.” Commonly referred to as a 
SaaS (Software as a Service)-based service, hosted solu-
tions generally offer the same, and sometimes more, robust 
capabilities and functionality of an installed/deployed solu-
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tion but without the upfront licensing and ongoing mainte-
nance costs.

This purchasing option is becoming a more widely accept-
ed deployment method for organizations both large and 
small as it doesn’t require any hardware purchase (other 
than a webcam and/or audio headset if you want to utilize 
video and VoIP), technical know-how, or IT resources to 
provide ongoing support. 

Many companies that offer a Hosted solution will also pro-
vide a variety of professional services. These can include 
implementation, event management, integration develop-
ment, and/or customized training and support services. It 
would be advantageous to investigate the types of services, 
if any, a vendor offers as they can be extremely beneficial. 
For example, if your organization will be conducting highly-
visible large-scale webinars, you may want to employ the 
assistance of an Event Producer. An Event Producer can 
help setup/schedule your event, manage invitations, as-
sist with rehearsals and manage in-session logistics. Even 
for those that may be technically savvy, having access to 
knowledgeable product experts with experience producing 
large events can be extremely beneficial.

Installed or Deployed Solutions

Installed or Deployed solutions are generally used in the 
same manner as a Hosted solution – through a web brows-
er - the only difference being that the service is hosted 
within your organization’s network/firewall. This option is 
generally ideal for large enterprises that have the upfront 
capital for purchasing the required hardware and software, 
necessary bandwidth to support real-time collaboration 
and communication, as well as the resources for ongoing 
support once it is up and running.

Instead of paying a monthly fee to a company who ‘hosts’ 
the web conferencing service, you will have to purchase 
hardware and software that can be deployed within your 
own infrastructure to run the service yourself. Some com-
panies sell the web conferencing software, which you must 
install on your own servers, while others will supply the 
servers themselves with software pre-installed. 

Generally, the upfront costs of an Installed solution will 
be high, but since you are deploying and supporting the 
service yourself, there will likely be no extra monthly fees. 
However, as with most technology products, you will likely 
have to pay a yearly fee for system upgrades and updates.

Research and Compare
Using the information provided in this whitepaper should 
give you an excellent foundation for finding the right web 
conferencing vendor and solution. While investigating, 
you’re going to want to narrow your selection down to three 
to five contenders who meet your functionality require-
ments. Spend time researching each company, participat-
ing in demos as well as taking advantage of free trials, if 
available. 

Be sure to learn as much as you can about each company; 
how long they’ve been in business, what services they offer, 
the availability of technical support and, most importantly, 
whether their solution(s) best fits your business needs. 

Remember, don’t purchase a solution simply based on 
price or brand recognition. Although you may find a less 
expensive solution from a large vendor, it may not be the 
right solution based on your use case(s). There’s no better 
way to ensure a poor first experience than trying to use a 
product that isn’t designed for the purpose you’ve intended.

Many web conferencing companies 
also offer a live demonstration of their 
solution. It’s highly recommended that 
you attend a demonstration so you can 
clearly see how the technology works 
in a real-world environment.
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