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13 Steps to Running an Effective, Engaging Virtual Event

Editor’s Note: This briefguideis intended to createsome standard, time-tested best practices for virtual
education. Itsgoalis not to curb creativity or innovation; rather, the aimis to provide support and
guidance so that we can all deliver consistent, world-class learning experiences.

Beforethe Event

1. Startwith a design meeting — justlike you would for an in-personevent:

e Bringtogetherallkeystakeholders.

e Developthoughtful, action-oriented, and purpose-drivenlearning objectives.

e Developaclearagenda,including well-timed breaks (suggestat leastone perhour,
considertimezones) forlongerevents.

e Matchtheagendawith clearroles, including presenters, facilitators, technical hosts, chat
monitors, timekeepers, and note-takers.

e Determinegroundrulesand norms fortheevent.

e Capturenextsteps and action items —like allgood meetings should.

2. Design engagingcontent:

o Create slidesthatare heavyon visuals and light on text. (Limityourselfto no more than
12words perslide or font size 26 or greater.) Avoid using your slidesas “cue cards” to
read off; include your talking pointsin the PPT notes section, orin a notebookfor
reference. Keep the total number of slides low.

o Keepinmindtechnology limitations: For example, Webex does not support animations
or transitions within PowerPoint slide presentations.

o Minimize presentations in favor of discussion. (We hear over and over from participants
that theywant moreinteraction; think “guide on the side” instead of “sage on the stage.”)

o Preparepresentersforthe type of experience you wantto offer attendees. For example, if
you're concerned abouta presentationbeing dryortechnical,designthe sessionas a Q&A
with the presenter and anengagingfacilitator.

3. Prepareattendees:

e Share meeting objectives, anagenda, speaker and attendee bios, and any relevant pre-
work that will help attendees come ready to contribute to the discussion a few daysin
advance.

e Line up attendeesin advance whowillshare examples of theirwork — forexample,
througha storyboard slide template.

e Consider“planting” attendeesin the call to model the behavior you're seeking, like active
contributions to the conversationorin the chat.

e Provide attendees with guidance on engagingin virtual meetings (such as howto
minimize distractionsin the virtual space) and inform them of any technical orlogistical
needs (i.e.downloading WebEx ahead of time, testing audio if necessary.)

e Encourageattendeesto setexpectationswithin their colleagues and teams of their full
participationin the event. For example, for longer meetings, attendees can try the “50
Mile Rule:” “You should notinterrupt me for anything that you would nottry toreachme
for if I were 50 milesaway.”



4. Master thetechnology:

Share clearinstructions with presentersand attendees on how to connect to the session in
the calendarinvitation. Consider adding connectioninformation to other core documents
such as the meeting agenda.

Host a testcallto familiarize presenters with platform features —logging in, connecting
with audio and video, advancing slides, typing into chat, and managing a poll.

Share a “contingency plan” for presenters and attendees describingwhatto doifthey run
intoissueslike getting disconnected orlosingaudio.

5. Designback-upplans:

Identify a back-up technical host. (If you are using Webex, the personwho launched the
call can share the event hostkey withteam members. This allows another personto

assume thehost role withoutrequiring the original host to grant that permission. This
savesa lot ofheartache if Webex freezesand the original host cannot navigate the
screen.)

Have a back-up audio line available. (For example, ask presentersto have their cell
phonesnearbyin case theylose their connection and need to callbackin.)

Consider asking presentersto have a second computer running simultaneouslyin case
theircomputer crashes.

Consider askingpresentersto printtheirslides in casetheyneedto call in overthe phone
and referto hard copy when asking technical hostto advance the slides.

Ask presenters to share cell phone numbersso they can be reached in case ofissues.

During the Event

1. Createan ideal call environment:

Begin the call 15-20 minutes early to manage call settings and check audio and video
settings.

Ensure all speakers arein a quiet place and request that presenters use headsets (rather
than their computer or phone speakers). Ask presenters and speakersto join the call at
least 10 minutes for a final sound check.

Consider having those in technical hostand “chat miner” rolessit in a different room
from lead facilitatorsand presenters so they can collaborate outloud in real time while
sparingthe presenter distractions.

2. Don’tforgetbasicneeds:

Suggest that speakershave waterhandy duringthe call.

Plan for plentiful breaksto allowattendees to step away from their screens —including
an extendedlunchbreak ifit’san all-day meeting. Clearly communicate the time at which
attendeesshould return and reconvene after breaks. Consider displaying the start time on
aslide orshare on the screen a Google Timer for a visual countdown. Give a 2- or 5-
minutewarningoveraudio, aswell, in case attendees have minimized the presentation
window.

During sessions, invite attendeesto stand and stretch or take a moment for a mindfulness
exercise.



3. Makeit personal:

e Askattendees tosignin withtheir full namesand introduce themselves at the outset with
theirrolesand organizations.

e Buildintimeat thebeginningofthe call to build relationships with a check-in or
icebreaker. Ifthe group is small enough, attendees can share an introductory slide with a
photo, quick biography, and personal details or fun facts.

e Turnonvideoandensure that facesare visible (with the camera in line with their eyes).

e Callonattendees byname.

4. Makethe presentation dynamic:
e Strive fora conversational tone.
e Preparetalking pointsbutavoid readingdirectly from the notesor from the slides.

e Stickwith the 8-minuterule: Every eight minutes, stop to share a reflection question,
take questions from the chat,administer a poll, or otherwise interact with the attendees.

5. Encourageparticipation:

e Opensessions15-20 minutes in advance to allowpeopleto settlein and connectand
leavethesessionsopen for 10-15minutes afterthe presentation ends so conversations
can continue.

e Setexpectations for participation: Design working agreements or norms with attendees
sothey feel a sense of ownership over the session.

e Consideraskingattendeestousea phraselike “That’s all from me” or “Iam complete”
when finished speaking on the call to prevent others from interrupting; help the
facilitator know when to move to the next attendee.

¢ Includeaslidereminding people that multitasking is a mythand to invite themto lend
theirundivided attention asmuch as possible.

e Considerintroducingtheexpectation of “cold calls” —i.e., calling on people evenwhen
they aren’t raising theirhand

e Introduce theideaof “jargon alerts” in which people canflagjargonand remind
presenters to explain a termin simplerlanguage.

e Hostavirtual “sitevisit”byinviting attendees to shareimages or videos of their
workplace.

e Playsoccerandnot ping-pongin yoursession. In other words,don’t keep the
conversationand teachingbetween one presenter and one attendee like a game of ping-
pong. Instead, spread the conversation around to asmany attendees as possible.

e Make time for questions and answers throughout the session and atthe end.

6. Takeadvantageofthechat:

e Askreflectionquestionsandinvite attendeesto respond into the chat.

e Leveragetheteam memberactingas the “chat monitor/miner” to surface, summarize,
and respond to themesand questionsto encourage that engagement and make the
sessionfeel morelike anexchange.

¢ Rememberthatpeopleneed timeto think and type, so get comfortable with silence. It can
help tocome upwitha phraselike “Silence is the sound of us thinking” to invite attendees
that they can embracessilence too.

e Askthe teammember acting as note-takerto share decisions, actionitems, or next steps
in the chat, which can create a sense of accomplishment for attendees.



=7. Useother interactive features:

Invite attendees to be playful and use emoticonsto share theirreactionsto the content.
Ask attendees toindicate thatthey are stepping away fora breakbydisplayingan
emoticon like a coffee cup.

Do quick check-ins with attendees — for example, to askifthe content resonates orifthey
are readyto movetothenextagenda item orneed moretime — by askingthemto select a
green checkorred x mark ora thumbsup orthumbs down.

Use pollsto engage attendeesand capture real -time feedback.

Use the whiteboard function to invite attendees to add their contributionsto the
conversationforall to see.

Use shared documentsto brainstormideasin real time. Consider technology limitations
especially when working with externalfaculty and customers — for example, Microsoft
Teams may work well with internalteams but not be aseasily accessible forattendees.

8. Troubleshoot effectively:

Set a norm at the outset of the call like “Good humor with inevitable technology hiccups”
torefertoifthings go awry.

Stay composed: Keep calm and take a deepbreathifthingsgo wrong.
Acknowledgeissuesand communicate instructions clearly with the attendees — and avoid
over-apologizing. We're allhuman!



