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Habit # 1:  Leverage Your Choices
Big Premise: Videoconferences Aren’t Your 
Only Tool

As an old expression goes, if your only tool is 
a hammer, pretty soon the world begins to 
look like a nail. Once an organization has 
invested a couple of million dollars into 
state-of-the-art videoconferencing 
equipment, its leaders will feel a strong 
temptation to use it for everything.

But to reiterate the point made by Chuck 
House’s (Societal Impact and Science Policy 
Director for Intel), holding a VC is not 
necessarily better than not meeting at all. 
House points out that the medium of 
videoconferencing itself will shape what 
happens in virtual meetings. For example, 
meeting in a videoconference could be 
viewed negatively if the participants believe 
a teleconference or a face-to-face meeting 
would have been more appropriate.

Perhaps a teleconference is the best tool for 
you to use. Interestingly, people pay closer 
attention in a teleconference than they do in 
a videoconference. The brain has to work 
harder in some ways to create images to go 
along with the spoken word. Video enables 
the brain to relax about the need to fill in 
gaps. This simple difference may lead 
participants: 1) to assume they have heard 
things accurately  in a VC when they have 
not, and 2) to get bored more easily.

Habit 1 offers you a variety of ways to 
compare videoconferencing and alternatives, 
so you can best leverage your choices. Our 
concepts are applicable in most cases. Yet 
for every principle we establish, we know 
there will  be exceptions to our position. We 
encourage you to use this information to 
deepen your understanding of 
videoconferences, so when you do schedule 
one you will have made the best and most 
appropriate choice for you.
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Smart Videoconferencing - 4 habits

Habit # 2:  Think Prime Time

Big Premise: Don’t wing it

A lot of people think of the medium of television as shallow. As a result, many senior-level 
businesspeople have a fear of dealing with the news media. They know that many of their messages are 
simply too complex to explain effectively in ten-second sound bites. They correctly believe that their 
remarks can be easily distorted. They do not know how to be authentic while on camera. They suspect 
they do not have good on-camera habits.

While no one easy solution to these legitimate concerns exists, we need to accept the fact that we live 
in a media culture and understand that one of the effective ways to meet the demands of that culture is 
to be well prepared. “Winging it” or improvising is simply not the way to approach a medium that has 
the potential to be broadcast to thousands of people, of which permanent visual records can be made, 
and carries with it the prestige of and automatic comparison to network television. We must think prime 
time!

Preparation also requires respecting the limits of human communication. Vin D’Agostino, president of 
BNS Solutions a consulting group in Walpole, Massachusetts, points out that when we have all our senses 
available to us (sight, smell, hearing, touch, and taste) we tend to get sloppy in our communication 
patterns precisely because we have so much information available to us.  Since videoconferencing comes 
closest to duplicating the senses we normally experience with in-person communication, D’Agostino 
notes that when videoconferencing, people tend to assume the same sensory conditions exist as in 
person. Obviously, they do not and as a result messages frequently do not come across in a 
videoconference. Avoiding the potential missteps of this assumption requires thinking your 
communication requirements through before beginning your videoconference. 

Habit # 3: Make Technology Your Friend

Big Premise: Equipment is unforgiving

Many people think that the biggest problem with VC technology is frequent equipment breakdowns. That 
certainly is an issue.

But an even bigger issue than breakdowns is what happens when the VC equipment operates perfectly. It 
is extremely unforgiving.

 If you do something to VC equipment, it does something in return. When working with a voice 
activated camera, for example, if you have not muted your microphone the camera will expose 
you on the monitor the moment you blow your nose. When you thump on a microphone, it will 
register that sound. If you retract your ball point pen within twenty-five feet of a microphone, 
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nonlocal sites will clearly hear the click. If you wear inappropriate patterns or colors, they will 
glare or vibrate under a camera lens. Unless you are using three-dimensional VC, an object on 
the wall behind your head, will appear to sit on your head. We saw a person with a Buddha 
“growing” out of his head—the statue was in a display case behind the speaker. Finally, if you 
are being taped, your words and your expressions will be captured for posterity.

Marshall McLuhan, Canadian sociologist, penned the well-known expression “the medium is the 
message.” In other words, the content of any form of communication is influenced by the medium of the 
communication used. The exact same message will come across differently by email, telephone, fax—or 
in a videoconference. 

For example, people have lower expectations for e-mail than for videoconferences because the 
benchmark for e-mail is a quickly jotted note. As a result, we are more forgiving about errors in e-mails. 
Videoconferencing is benchmarked against the medium of broadcast television.  Videoconferencing, 
therefore, demands a different level of awareness. It is not necessarily more intimate or capable of 
replacing other types of communication. But it introduces information in a way that says, “Respect me, 
or you’ll pay a price.”

Habit # 4:  Maximize Your Presence

Big Premise: Think About Amplification

When people see themselves for the first time on a TV screen, most are shocked to discover how much 
heavier they look. The lens of a camera, as we have previously noted, automatically adds ten pounds—
to everyone. 

Everything, in fact, gets amplified on video. Therefore, everything has to be carefully monitored to 
maximize your presence. When you are in a large, open room any single item in the room can be 
swallowed up by the large space that surrounds it. With videoconferencing, however, camera angles 
tend to be much tighter, so space is much smaller. As a result, whatever is seen occupies more of the 
frame and stands out.

Think about amplification as the guiding principle for everything you do while on camera. Perhaps even 
more unsettling, and as we have emphasized before, if you make a mistake that is being recorded, not 
only will it be amplified, but it could be available for the world to see over and over again.

In 1998 Bill Gates testifying in the trial of the U.S. Government against his company Microsoft. Bill 
normally handles media questions very effectively, but this was interrogation. Under pressure, he 
seemed insincere, arrogant, and uncaring. And the world got to watch him at his worst—repeatedly on 
the evening news and endless business television talk shows!

As you strive to use this new technology effectively, be careful not to conclude that videoconferencing is 
just a different means (less troublesome and less expensive than flying) of meeting with people. It is 
much more than that. In many ways, VC is bigger than life.


