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Introduction

Like many other Canadian professional association
executives, the Manitoba Association of Health Informa-
tion Providers (MAHIP) Executive meets on a monthly
basis and strives to maximize efficiency and productivity in
their meetings. The average Executive meeting length is 60
minutes and the average travel time to and from any in-
person meeting doubles the time of the meeting. Securing
an efficient alternative to meeting in person therefore
became a priority for the MAHIP Executive. Other
Canadian Health Libraries Association (CHLA) chapters,
and health library executives or committees, have used
virtual meeting software when their members were dis-
persed across entire countries (such as the CHLA/ABSC
Board of Directors [1], the Medical Library Association
Board of Directors [2], and the Canadian Virtual Health
Library Task Force). Literature has shown that virtual
meetings have been successful for conference planning [3]
in instances where travel costs made national meetings
prohibitive [4] and for rural association members [5].
However, it remained uncertain whether the challenges of
meeting virtually would outweigh the challenges of travel-
ling across a single city.

The purpose of assessing virtual meeting software was
therefore to determine the feasibility, value, and efficiency
for MAHIP Executive meetings and to find the easiest,
most convenient, and most cost-effective virtual meeting
software.

Description

All current members of the MAHIP Executive work at
the University of Manitoba Libraries, where a Skype
Premium account is available for use. For this reason,
Skype Premium was the first meeting software that was
used, and we determined that virtual Executive meetings
were a practical option to meeting in person. After several

meetings, Skype Premium presented a number of chal-
lenges and difficulties and the Executive decided to
investigate other virtual meeting software including Goo-
gle Hangouts, Messages (formerly iChat), VSee, and
WebEx. These programs were selected largely based on
price (i.e., with a preference for a low cost) and on product
reviews that indicated potential for meeting the needs of
the Executive. Each member of the Executive used a
different platform to attend and evaluate the meetings
including: Windows desktop, Mac, iPad, and iPhone. The
evaluation criteria were comprised of: (i) ease of sign-up/
registration; (ii) ease of the administrator to host the
meeting and join each participant into the virtual meeting;
(iii) ease of participants logging into or joining the virtual
meeting; (iv) capacity to share documents or screens; (v)
quality of the call, challenges experienced, whether the
meeting got ‘‘dropped’’, etc.; and (vi) whether there were
any unique or special features. Each meeting software
program was evaluated in fall of 2013 and again in
February 2014 using the aforementioned criteria.

Outcomes

Each virtual meeting software was assessed using the six
evaluation criteria, and their attributes are compared in
Table 1.

Skype
Skype, released in August 2003, is one of the first free

voice-over Internet Protocol (VoIP) software options. To
use Skype, users must download the software or applica-
tion onto their computer or device and create a Skype
account with a self-assigned Skype ‘‘handle’’. Users can
then search for other contacts by their name or handle. To
call or chat with other users on Skype, you must first locate
them within Skype and then add them to your contacts via
invitation.

To utilize group calling of more than two individuals or
locations, a Premium account is required, which was
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available through the University of Manitoba Health
Sciences Libraries. Skype Premium costs t6.99 per month
(approximately $60.00 CDN per year), and at least one
person in the call needs to have a Premium account [6].
Skype Premium facilitates group meetings among three to
ten people, though a maximum of five people is recom-
mended for best quality. The interface for group calling is
reasonably straightforward. The Premium account holder
acts as the host and drags/drops each participant into the
call window, and chooses either a video or audio call.
Though screen sharing is available using Skype [7, 8], we
were not able to simultaneously view documents or screens
through the software. We were able to send documents to
each participant as part of the call, and each participant
was required to download and open the document. Skype
provides the ability to add contacts by phone number,
which is a unique and valuable feature for those not able to
download the software.

Google Hangouts
Google Hangouts, launched in May 2013, is a free video

and instant messaging service offered by Google and
housed within the Google� social network platform. If a
user is already a member of Google�, it is easy to access
and start a Hangout. Users who have a Google account
(e.g., Gmail) but who are not members of Google� can
join by using their Google login. Once signed into
Google�, a user’s contact list is immediately populated
with their Gmail or Google contacts. Users who do not
have a Google or Google� account need to register for a
free account.

The Hangouts interface is clean and easy to navigate on
all platforms. To start a Hangout, users select from the
contacts they would like to connect with, and then select
whether to connect using instant messaging or video. Up
to 10 participants can participate in a Hangout at the same
time. Once a Hangout has been initiated, it is not possible
to add another contact into the call without ending the
active Hangout and starting a new one. It was easy to share
documents or screens from a computer (desktop or
laptop), but it was not possible to share documents or
screens from a mobile device. One of the best features of
Hangouts is its ability to recognize who is speaking and
make that video window the main focus of the Hangout.
There is also the ability to ‘‘pin’’ one user’s screen to stay
prominent throughout the call (e.g., if they were sharing a
document and you wanted to view it through the duration
of the discussion).

VSee
VSee is a low bandwidth telemedicine video conferen-

cing software that provides health access to rural and
remote regions. Launched in 2008, VSee utilizes end-to-
end encryption, that ensures that conversations are private
and confidential [9]. This feature facilitated its registration
by the United States Food and Drug Administration, and
compliance through the Health Insurance Portability and
Accountability Act (HIPAA). The basic version of VSee is
free to download and use, and there are three additional
packages that range from $9 to $299 USD per user/per
month [10]. The paid versions offer access to technical
support and increase the amount of screen sharing

available. For the purposes of MAHIP Executive meetings,
the basic version met the meeting requirements. Signing up
for VSee is straightforward and requires an email address.
A concern in the sign-up process was VSee’s request to
access Outlook, Gmail, Hotmail, and Yahoo! to import
contacts. Although the request can be bypassed, it felt
invasive and was not an issue with the other software.

Creating a meeting and starting a group chat on VSee
was simple and intuitive. Users can add colleagues by their
email address or import contacts, but recipients must give
permission to be added to a contact list. During meetings,
participants using a computer can share files or share their
desktop, but these features were not available from mobile
devices. Throughout the call the screen is shared amongst
all participants and every recipient can alter the volume of
other participants depending on individual preferences.
The picture and sound quality during the Executive
meetings were clear, yet users could be easily dropped
from a meeting unexpectedly. An added feature of VSee is
that users can be added to an ongoing meeting at any time.

Messages (formerly iChat)
Messages (formerly named iChat) is a Mac OS chat and

video-chat program that can host various chat accounts
including Google, AIM, Jabber, or an Apple ID. With the
release of the Mountain Lion operating system, Apple
revamped the iChat program into Messages, which enables
users to connect from a Mac to mobile devices with
FaceTime and (or) iMessage programs [11]. Users with the
older iChat program can connect to those with Messages
but not to mobile users. For two individuals to use
Messages, they must be using the same host account, for
example a user using their Google account cannot connect
with a user using an Apple ID.

There are several limitations to Messages that prohibited
its use for the virtual executive meetings. Messages can
only be used with other Apple products (whether compu-
ter, iPhone, or iPad), and only when all users are
participating through desktop can there be three partici-
pants. There is a maximum of two participants when one of
the users is connecting with an iPhone or iPad. Conse-
quently, not all executive members would have been able to
connect to the meeting. Although sharing documents and
sharing a desktop is simple in Messages or iChat, the
limitations made it too restrictive for use by the MAHIP
Executive.

WebEx
WebEx is a robust meeting and collaboration tool that

allows for high-quality video meetings via desktop com-
puters, mobile devices, and telephones. Features vary
according to the four available plans; however, most WebEx
Meetings options include VoIP or landline phone audio
options; high-definition (HD) video; and desktop, docu-
ment, and whiteboard sharing. Through the University of
Manitoba, the MAHIP Executive had access to the
Premium 8 plan, which allows for eight people per meeting
and one host. A free WebEx Meetings plan is also available,
that can be used with three people and one host, but it
would not have been sufficient to connect all the members
of the Executive.
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Meetings must be scheduled in advance through the
WebEx website, which then automatically generates an
email invitation to all participants with a meeting URL
and conference number as well as an Outlook Calendar
appointment. Audio and HD video quality were excellent
across a number of different device types and connections,
with no noticeable lags. A chat window is available to all
participants, and messages can be sent to the whole group
or directed privately to one person. Hosting responsibilities
can be transferred among meeting participants, providing
anyone the ability to share a desktop, document, or
application from their computer and some mobile devices.

Joining the WebEx meeting five minutes before its
scheduled start time is recommended to download and
install the Cisco WebEx add-ons and complete the speaker
and audio tests. Facilitating meetings with WebEx is
seamless and efficient once the initial step of browser
configuration was completed. It has a professional look
and feel and a fully featured interface that includes tools
that exceeded the needs of the MAHIP Executive, which
offer additional possibilities for collaboration and archiv-
ing meeting content.

Discussion

There are many benefits to holding meetings online, and
there are a number of tools available to assist groups to do
so efficiently and effectively. The MAHIP Executive felt
that although the benefits of meeting online greatly out-
weighed any disadvantages, effective and efficient meetings
are more easily achieved with only some of the platforms
that were investigated. Though the five virtual meeting
softwares that are outlined in this discussion do not
comprise a comprehensive list of the many options
available, the selection represents some of the more
popular and readily available meeting tools that are
currently in widespread use.

There was little success holding meetings with Skype
Premium, and after several failed attempts and much
frustration it was abandoned. Out of numerous attempts,
there was only one instance when the video call was
sustained for the duration of the meeting. Skype would
often drop the call entirely or default to an audio call with
no video, which could have been the result of our
university’s network and firewalls. Given that there is free
software that seems to offer sustained video calls and
document sharing, Skype Premium is not recommended.

Messages is also not recommended because of its tight
integration with a single operating system (Mac OS/iOS)
and inability to host more than three participants.

WebEx was impressive and was undoubtedly the most
polished and fully featured of all the virtual meeting tools
that were investigated. It allows for the greatest range of
access from different devices, landline phones, and operating
systems; the highest quality audio and video; and sophisti-
cated whiteboard and screen-sharing options. Though there
are several paid plans to choose from, they are not

inexpensive. WebEx is therefore recommended with reserva-
tions because of the cost, which may be prohibitive for a
small, not-for-profit organization.

Google Hangouts and VSee were the clear choices of
Executive members due to ease of use, practical function-
ality, and cost-effectiveness. Though both meeting plat-
forms are free (the version of VSee tested was the free
version), they were able to sustain productive and inter-
active group meetings.
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