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Making the Most of Webinars

BY RACHEL BURSTEIN

If you’re anything like I am, you listen to webinars with one ear, occasionally checking your
computer screen if a graph or image is referenced, perhaps catching up on email or articles while
the webinar is running in the background. Despite the challenges for viewers, everyone from
for-profit companies like LinkedIn and Procter and Gamble to non-profits like the Red Cross and
City Year to professional associations like the American Medical Association and the American
Bar Association to publishers like HBR run webinars. These sessions are designed to do everything
from teach particular skills or tools to discuss trends in different sectors. And they are aimed at all
sorts of audiences, from clients to colleagues.
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But while they’re ubiquitous, webinars aren’t generally especially effective teachers. Why?
Content isn’t tailored to the viewer, the virtual experience offers few opportunities to engage
with speakers, there are no consequence if you don’t attend, and no rewards if you do. Of course,
there are exceptions. But here’s the bottom line: there is little oversight or quality control even
with webinars that count toward professional development requirements, or ones for which the
participant or his organization have paid a fee. How can webinar developers engage viewers? And
how can viewers learn more from webinars?
Research on which methods are most effective for sharing knowledge related to innovation
provide some clues. In the California Civic Innovation Project’s (CCIP) recent survey of city
managers and county administrators in California, we found that webinars attempting to
provide information about innovation in local government are not as effective as many other
techniques. When we asked officials to evaluate the value of sources of information used in
researching and implementing important new approaches, webinars ranked very low on the
list. The most valuable sources: those that allowed direct, informal contact with human beings—
personal contacts, other city/county staffers in California, and community groups. Webinars
ranked between listservs from professional associations and magazines and newsletters from
professional associations.
Webinars can be valuable when they are offered and consumed under the right circumstances, or
when they address areas unrelated to approaches to innovation—training to use a technology, or
information about the details of a new legislative requirement, for example. Indeed, in certain
cases, webinars have advantages over other types of learning. Webinars don’t require the time or
expense of travel. And participation in webinars doesn’t generally require an extensive network.
But in order to make webinars work, both those offering the webinars and those participating
need to do more to make the experience worthwhile. Follow-up interviews with survey
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respondents, and survey findings related to the importance of personal relationships and
employee engagement suggest some practical approaches to how webinars can be made more
effective. Professional associations and others promoting webinars should keep these rules of
thumbs in mind when developing webinar content:
•C
 hoose topics carefully. Consult members in the process of selecting topics. Many organizations
have their communities vote on topics for possible webinars. In developing this list of
possibilities, concentrate on subjects that can be taught through short presentations, not
subjects that require long explanations or substantial exchange.
•F
 ocus on training, not analysis. As evidenced by CCIP’s research, webinars seem to work less
well when they deal with topics around which there is no consensus, or that require enormous
customization to be relevant to all audience members. On the other hand, webinars can be
valuable when they focus on training or diffusing objective information on a discrete topic of
shared concern and consequence.
•C
 reate opportunities for dialogue. Technology now allows for webinar viewers to submit
questions in real time, and skilled moderators can integrate these questions or themes into the
discussion. In addition, professional associations can organize smaller regional or interest-based
discussion groups to continue discussion after the webinar presenters sign off.
•A
 llow participants to grow their networks. If presenters and participants circulate their contact
information ahead of time or during the course of the webinar, everyone can get more out of the
webinar. They can continue the discussion afterward, and presenters and participants can make
connections that will be useful in the future, especially on topics that do not lend themselves to
webinars.
•P
 rovide incentives for participants to demonstrate their mastery. In cases in which a webinar
counts toward professional development requirements, there may be some measure of mastery
offered at the end — a short quiz, for example. But this system can be useful in other cases, too.
If participants can accumulate points or professional development dollars or achieve recognition
based on their performance, they will listen more closely.
And those watching webinars need to hold up their end of the bargain, too. Here are some things
participants can do to maximize their webinar experiences:
•C
 hoose webinars carefully. Time is limited and not all webinars are created equal. When
selecting which webinars to attend, consider how much value each will provide for particular
projects with which you’re involved. Think about your other commitments for the period. Also,
consider which professional associations and other groups offer the most compelling content.
Consult colleagues about which experiences have been most valuable to them.
•W
 atch the webinar with a group. A town manager that CCIP interviewed described how she
convenes groups of employees to watch webinars. Not only does this practice make employees
more likely to attend and pay attention during webinars, but it also signals the importance of
the topic and the value that the organization’s leadership places on professional development.
Plus, it allows for a more comprehensive discussion of how to customize the content for the
organization.
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When choosing topics,
concentrate on subjects
that can be taught through
short presentations, not
subjects that require long
explanations.
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•T
 ake and distribute notes. Taking notes helps participants pay attention. Distributing them to
relevant colleagues is not only helpful for those who weren’t able to attend the session, but it
also gives the note-taker recognition as someone who has learned and synthesized the material
presented during the webinar.
•U
 se the webinar to network. When presenters and other registrants distribute their contact
information, don’t be shy about following up with questions or ideas. It’s perfectly acceptable
to use the shared experience of the webinar to present queries on other topics, too. Personal
networks are incredibly important for researching and developing innovative new approaches to
problems. Webinars can be a means for expanding yours.
•A
 sk questions. Take advantage of technologies that allow you to ask questions of presenters,
following up in an email if your question doesn’t get asked or answered. In addition, talking to
colleagues about questions or themes that emerged from the webinar can be an important piece
of understanding the information and making it work for your organization.
Of course there is no way completely to avoid the occasional pitfall. Even the most conscientious
webinar-attendee will miss one occasionally, failing to make good on his promise to watch the
session at a later date. Even professional associations that spend a great deal of time and thought
selecting topics and designing curricula will choose a dud of a speaker. Every once in a while the
technology simply won’t work. But webinars can be made into much more valuable resources if
both sponsors and attendees do more to make the experiences worthwhile ones.

“GoToWebinar provides a huge increase in geographic reach for our product training
function. Previously, trainers were traveling constantly to support our commercial
customers, many of whom are located in rural areas. By conducting online training
webinars, we can easily reach those organizations while cutting travel costs by a
tremendous amount. Plus, it supports our corporate focus on the customer.”
—Justin Riendeau, Product Support Manager Training, The Braun Corporation
To make the most of out of your webinar program, consider including HD video conferencing—now available
in GoToWebinar. Video helps your audience familiarize with you and engage better in the content in online
presentations. And with robust features built-in—like attentiveness reporting and private chat—GoToWebinar
is so easy to use that you can forget about the technology and get on with your presentation.

ABOUT GOTOWEBINAR

Citrix GoToWebinar is the easiest-to-use do-it-yourself event tool that projects your message to up to 1,000
online attendees. With GoToWebinar, you can reduce travel costs, generate more qualified leads at a lower
cost and enhance communication with customers, prospects and employees. Host unlimited webinars for
one low flat fee and give attendees the option to join from a Mac, PC, or mobile device. GoToWebinar Premier
Event is also available to provide custom-built solutions for thousands of attendees and available with video
streaming. To learn more, visit www.gotowebinar.com
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