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1 Introduction 

Virtual meeting technology is here, and it is here to stay. It offers huge advantages, 
but there are a number of challenges in exploiting the full value of it. This document 
looks at the typical adaptions that an experienced presenter or meeting leader of face 
to face (or in-person) events needs to make in order to be effective and impactful in 
the virtual world. 

This article draws on my experience of: 

 Using the early versions of webinar and virtual meeting technology when I was the Head of 
Learning & Change at KPMG Corporate Finance. The business was about to move under the 
regulation of the Financial Services Authority (London, UK) and this meant a big transition for our 
business. We used a blended approach to prepare people for this change and this included using 
synchronous webinars and virtual meetings. 

 Being part of a small project team at BP that designed a Virtual Training & Accreditation 
Programme; over 300 professionals have successfully graduated from that programme and I have 
been involved in many of those people’s learning journeys. 

77% of organisations in the 
USA are using virtual learning. 

— Source: “Developing global leaders in a digital 
world.” Ashridge Executive Education at Hult 

International Business School. May 2017 
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 Designing and leading a large number of virtual learning and meeting experiences. 

 Participating as a learner on numerous development programmes that used virtual classrooms as 
part of a blended learning approach, for example in 2014 I was a student on the six month 
Professional Certification in Human Systems Dynamics (HSD) run and developed by The HSD 
Institute. 

A bit about the tech 

Some of the most widely used platforms for virtual meetings are: 

1. Zoom meetings – see https://zoom.us/pricing

2. MS Teams – see https://support.office.com/en-gb/article/meetings-in-teams-e0b0ae21-53ee-4462-
a50d-ca9b9e217b67

3. Adobe Connect – see http://www.adobe.com/products/adobeconnect.html 

4. Cisco Webex – see http://www.cisco.com/c/en/us/products/conferencing/product-listing.html

5. Blue Jeans - https://www.bluejeans.com/

Because of its rock solid reliability, Zoom seems to be the platform of choice for many1. 

1 For an example of how Zoom was used for a mass briefing to investors, see https://withoutbullshit.com/blog/the-
zoom-earnings-call-and-the-future-of-video-communication accessed 19.3.2020 
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2 The biggest adaptations that experienced presenters 
need to make – and some practical guidance on how to do it 

I will start by listing the biggest adaptations. Next, I’ll expand on each one and provide some guidance on 
how you can manage it. 

The biggest adaptations experienced presenters need to make 

Getting comfortable with talking and seeing no immediate reaction 

When you first start virtual presenting you’ll realise that you have lost a major feedback channel – people’s 
facial reactions2 and other channels of non-verbal communication, and it can feel a bit discombobulating. 
I wasn’t aware of how much I was reading an audience’s reactions in face to face interactions and using 
this to manage the atmosphere, such as by drawing people in that looked disengaged. 

How to manage it 

 Knowing it is going to happen helps cushion the blow. 

 Practice before you go live with your first presentation – so you experience it when it isn’t mission 
critical. 

 Consider working with a more experienced co-presenter. Before you start your first few sessions, 
ask them to let you know in private chat that they can hear you are ok. That can be surprisingly 

2 Because of both the reliability and functionality of platforms such as Zoom, it is technically possible for lots of 
people to have their webcams switched on. Monitoring them all as well as working the technology is a challenge! 

Getting comfortable with talking and seeing no immediate reaction

Having a much tighter plan and sticking to it

Pre-planning interaction versus relying on reading the room and spontaneously acting 
in the moment

Paying more attention to how you are using your voice (modulation, pace, emphasis, 
energy and use of pauses) and eliminating filler words, noises or phrases

Being much more directive in how you manage the meeting or presentation

Technology, as good as it is, WILL mis-behave. Managing your composure, presence 
and authority when the technology storm happens



Building a strong virtual presence © 2020 www.real-eyespod.co.uk 5

reassuring. 

 Use the tools within the meeting room to reassure yourself that people are engaged.  

 For example, Adobe Connect has a dynamic engagement meter that tells you how 
engaged people are – you get both a percentage rating and a colour 
representation. There is also an option to show individual engagement levels – 
you get a red, amber or green colour rating for each person. These are dynamic 
and therefore change as people become more or less engaged.  

 In the back-office settings in Zoom, you can select a tick box to indicate if Zoom 
isn’t the window on top on the device each person is using. i.e. they are looking at 
another program (email!). A little clock icon appears on the left-hand side of 
someone’s name. It tells you that either someone has become disengaged or they 
are dealing with an emergency. 

 These help you stay tuned to the mood of the meeting and where necessary you can take 
corrective action.  

Having a much tighter plan and sticking to it 

If you are an experienced presenter, you will probably be comfortable working with a loose plan. You are 
probably skilled at reading an audience’s reactions and modifying the pace and levels of engagement 
accordingly. Until you become very experienced at leading virtual presentations, this approach in the virtual 
world is a recipe for disaster. 

Furthermore, in a virtual session, there are most likely going to be other people, such as your co-presenter 
that need to know in advance how the session will flow and will use that plan to support you in making the 
technology work at the appropriate times. A lot if it has to be pre-prepared. 

How to manage it 

 Discipline yourself to use a session planning tool and stick to it. You might not like it, but it is 
essential in the virtual world. I’ve seen people try and ‘wing it’ and it generally isn’t pretty. 

 Below is a sample session plan: 



Building a strong virtual presence © 2020 www.real-eyespod.co.uk 6

Pre-planning interaction versus relying on reading the room and spontaneously acting in 
the moment 

If you are an experienced presenter, you will probably be skilled at reading an audience’s energy and 
mood and adapting what you were planning to do in response to what you judge is needed. You may even 
check this out with a group, rather than acting solely on your own intuition and reading of the situation. 
That becomes much harder in a virtual classrooms for two main reasons: 

1. It is much harder to read the room, despite tools like engagement meters as explained previously. 

2. A lot of the technology that enables interaction has to be pre-prepared. There are some things you can 
do ‘in the moment’ such as posing a question and asking for responses in chat, but even that works 
better if it is pre-prepared because it is easy to ask a question that feels clear to you, but participants 
experience it as a vague or confusing. Cultural and language differences increase the chances of this 
happening. 

How to manage it 

 Discipline yourself to use a session planning tool. 

 You will notice from the sample session planning tool above that there is a column entitled 
‘participant activity’. I’ve learnt the hard way, that if I’m repeatedly typing ‘listen’ in this column, 
I’ve got a poor design and I need to change it. Best practice3 says that you should have some 

3 See Clay C (2012) ‘Great webinars: How to create interactive learning that is captivating, informative and fun.’ 
Pfeiffer, San Francisco, CA 
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sort of interaction every 3-4 minutes. 

Paying more attention to how you are using your voice (modulation, pace, emphasis, 
energy and use of pauses) and eliminating filler words, noises or phrases 

 Your voice takes on a much higher importance in the virtual world, because even if you have your 
webcam on, people can normally only see a small pod showing your face and some of your chest. 
Additionally, the image quality can vary wildly, i.e. your voice is the primary communication channel. 
Because of this people are much more attuned to how you use it and excessive use of filler words 
(e.g. basically), noises (e.g. erm) or phrases (e.g. know what I mean?) can become highly distracting. 

 Furthermore if you don’t do the following well, participants can quickly disengage: 

 Modulate your voice. 

 Vary the pace. 

 Reiterate key points with emphasis and energy, and, 

 Pause between points. 

How to manage it 

Depending on how serious you want to get, you can tackle this issue at different levels: 

 At the very least you should listen to yourself – a lot in the early days - and from time to time once 
you’ve ironed out the kinks. One of the great things about virtual meeting spaces, such as Zoom 
and Teams is that it is very easy to record yourself and watch yourself on play back. It costs 
nothing4 except the time and it is an easy way of identifying aspects of your speaking that are 
undermining your effectiveness and then you can practice correcting and improving those areas. 

 One of the things that can help you improve is drawing on some excellent free resources. Here 
are two: 

 The BBC website has a number of voice experts sharing different tactics and 
insights on short videos – see http://www.bbc.co.uk/speaker/improve/index.shtml

 There are a number of websites that offer vocal practice techniques. Here’s one: 
http://www.vocalist.org.uk/vocal_techniques.html 

 If you want to get really serious, you can get voice coaching from a professional. You could also 
get a personalized analysis of your speaking by some heavy-weight academics over at 
http://www.vox-institute.ch5

4 Most platforms give either a visual and or verbal indication that recording is happening. You should therefore 
explain to the meeting participants that you want to record the session and seek their agreement rather than doing 
it unilaterally. 
5 If this interests you, check out the website of a couple of good friends, Tim Farish and Rick Salmon - 
http://quickminds.net/executivepresence/ 
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Being much more directive in how you manage the meeting or presentation 

 I very quickly learnt that vague instructions (e.g. “What do you think about this proposal?”), general 
invitations for participation (e.g. “Anyone got anything to add?”) and very open questions (e.g. 
“Everyone OK?”) all meet with the same response in virtual meetings – no one responds! And it 
can feel a little awkward (for everyone). 

How to manage it 

 The antidote to this is being much clearer and more directive with your instructions than you would 
typically be in a face to face environment.  

 There is a second dimension to this – in order to create a feeling of safety and control for 
participants, they need to feel they have choice over how much they interact and get involved. If 
they feel threatened, it is very easy for them to simply not participate, for example, they can refuse 
to type anything in chat or not come onto microphone, despite your invitation to do so – and there 
is generally very little you can do about it. 

 Here’s what this might look like: 

 Start with easy low risk interactions early on in the meeting/ presentation and progress to 
more demanding and disclosing interactions only when it feels like you’ve built a strong 
enough trust base. E.g. asking a chat question, “How was your commute to work?” is very 
easy to respond to. A question about what is causing most stress at work at the moment, 
clearly requires a lot more disclosure. 

 If you want interaction, be very precise with your instructions. Asking, “Would anyone like 
to add anything?” normally gets zero response as it’s vague and potentially risky for 
participants because they are not sure what you are really asking for. By contrast, asking 
people to type into chat about the impact on them that a video had that you have just played 
is much more precise. 

 If you have just explained a concept, such as the transition curve, and you would like 
someone to share their experience of it, it can help to break down the interaction into mini 
steps. This might look as follows: 

 You say, “If you can relate to this transition curve, please use the emoticons to give 
me a tick. If you can’t, give me a cross.” Acknowledge responses. 

 You then say, “If you would be willing to come onto microphone and speak about 
your experience of the transition curve, please use the emoticons to give me a tick 
– I won’t expose you or ask you to say any more than you feel comfortable saying.” 
Acknowledge responses. 

 Call one of the people by name who gave a tick to come onto microphone and to 
share their experience of the transition curve. 

 Acknowledge them verbally and invite everyone to use the emoticons to give them 
a round of applause to acknowledge them. 

 If appropriate, call another person by name who gave a tick to come onto 
microphone and to share their experience of the transition curve. 
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Technology, as good as it is, WILL mis-behave. Managing your composure, presence and 
authority when the technology storm happens 

 You will spontaneously be booted out of the virtual meeting you are leading! 

 Participants will spontaneously get booted out of the virtual meeting! 

 Your broadband will crash and so will theirs! 

 Things won’t work like they did in the dry run etc. etc. 

When the technology gremlins hit, I’ve seen some people get ruffled and lose their composure and their 
authority diminishes. 

How to manage it 

 Accepting that technology issues are going to happen and being at ease about that is a crucial first 
step for being effective at virtual presenting.  

 On a very practical note, I have found it helpful to identify everything that could go wrong and have 
a contingency plan for each, which I have tested BEFORE I need it, for example I now have two 
broadband suppliers, I have a UPS in the event of a power cut (which I have had to use) etc. 

 When the unexpected happen, don’t pretend is isn’t happening. Try ‘working out loud’, i.e. 
explaining what has or is happening and what you are doing about it (e.g. “I’m just trying to play a 
video – it was all ready to run before we started, but now it s disappeared! I’m just going to open it 
up again and we’llhave it playing very shortly.”) 

 Whatever practices you have that help you stay present in the face of turmoil will serve you very 
well in the virtual world. Here are a couple of books that have served me well in building practices 
to maintain a strong presence in the face of adversity6: 

 Halpern B, Lubar K (2003) ‘Leadership presence: Dramatic techniques to reach out, 
motivate, and inspire.’ Gotham Books, New York 

 Strozzi-Heckler RS (1993) ‘The anatomy of change: A way to move through life’s 
transitions.’ North Atlantic Books, Berkeley, CA 

6 Also check out Chapter 5 (Developing your own unique strengths and style as a virtual facilitator) in Fogelberg F 
& Tavanyar J (2015) ‘Live connections: Virtual facilitation for high engagement and powerful learning.’ Nomadicibp/ 
Amazon, Marston gate.  
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3. Critical considerations for virtual pitching 
If you are pitching to clients you want to be ticking these additional boxes: 

A lot of those two come from having a good level of engagement and that comes from an effective virtual 
pitch design. The biggest mistake I see people making is having an unimaginative meeting design, that 
lacks interaction, and to put it frankly is dull and boring – a killer if you are pitching! 

It's complicated because there are three overlapping, but distinct, skill sets that are needed: 

Demonstrating your credibility 

• The client thinks, “They are well placed to help 
us.”

Creating a strong connection and liking

• The client thinks, “I want to work with them.”

Strong virtual 
presence 

Good virtual 
meeting and 
pitch design 

Solid skills in 
using your 

chosen 
technical 
platform
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An absolutely critical role is that of MC or pitch lead. They need three core capabilities: 

Master all of the above and you’ll have a potent USP. 

To have an 
appropriate 
energy that is 
light and 
informal 

To be sensitive 
to people 
dynamics in the 
virtual space 

To be good at 
holding a space 
that leads 
people to feel 
safe; they need 
to be good at 
creating 
enjoyable 
virtual 
experiences 
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4 In closing 

Virtual meetings are here to stay. As the functionality of the technology improves and as broadband speed 
and coverage grows, they will become increasingly powerful tools for both learning and collaboration.  

Many believe that increasing broadband speed and coverage is a route to transforming economies. 

Failing to master the skills required to flourish in this environment will undoubtedly limit your effectiveness 
and agility. That said, learning to work effectively in the virtual world will take you on a transitional journey 
and at times that will feel frustrating. I know this from painful firsthand experience! If you would like to 
discuss ways of accelerating this process, take a look at how I might be able to help, in Appendix 1: About 
Matthew 

This article has highlighted the biggest transitions that I have seen presenters work through and I have 
offered some practical guidance and points of reference on how to navigate them. 

All’s that left to do is to wish you all the best on your journey into the virtual world. 
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Appendix 1: About Matthew  

Matthew, founded Real-Eyes Personal & Orgaisation 
Development Ltd in 2007.  

He has spent the last 30 years working in the field of 
personal and organisation change, most of it with large 
corporates.  

Most recently he spent nine years as a Senior Manager at 
KPMG. Out of a desire to work more holistically, in 2005 he 
completed a MSc in Change Agent Skills and Strategies. 

He began using virtual classrooms when the technology was in his infancy and has stuck with it! He brings 
substantial expertise in both presenting virtual classrooms as well as training professionals and technicians in this 
skill. He has personally trained over 170 professionals to present virtual classrooms. 

His clients frequently say he did an excellent job at upskilling their people, enabling them to excel in the virtual 
world and rapidly become self-sufficient. For more about Matthew see https://www.real-eyespod.co.uk/about-
matthew-gregory/

Virtual clients include: 

  Matthew is highly skilled in the technical and learning aspects of 
virtual training.  In coaching others, he provides the necessary insight, 
support and feedback needed to feel comfortable, confident and capable to 
facilitate virtually. 

— Don Gunther Jr, Principal of Gunther Leadership and participant on a 
Presenting Virtual Classrooms programme 
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