Video based communications 
Implementation Guidelines document
Prior to implementing video based communications for the support of individual students, there are a number of issues that you might like to consider.  The following guidelines are not meant to be prescriptive but to outlines some of the common limitations of difficulties associated with communications via this medium.
	

	1. Cultural or departmental resistance

From experience, there is often resistance to the use of video-based communications for traditionally face-to-face activities.  If this is the case, it can hinder progress.  It will be worth identifying any sources of hostility towards your initiative, establishing management support and engaging in training where required.

	2. Justification

Whilst communication via video link is a cost effective means of communicating over distance, the value-added or subtracted by using this medium should be considered.  In some instances, the monetary benefits of communicating in this way may not out-way other costs and quality of the end product needs to be factored in.

	3. Which Video-based technology?

What form of video-based communications tool will you be using: e.g. Skype, Video-conferencing, Facetime, other…?

	4. Network issues

If you are choosing to use video conferencing to facilitate your communications, you will need to identify whether your network is compatible with that at the other end of the link.  There are most usually two networks, “IP” and “ISDN”.  If your network is one and the other end of the link is another, an organisation known as “JANET” can arrange to “join” the two for the purpose of the link – this does, however, require more organisation and time.

	5. Hardware/Software

Is there sufficient access to the hardware and software necessary for the tool that you have chosen? In many circumstances, it seems simple to use, for example, Skype, until you consider that many machines do not have built in webcams, may be in the middle of an open plan office, and may not have administrator privileges in order to install the Skype software.

	6. Microphone and headset

In order to enhance confidentiality and to improve comfort with undertaking a conversation via a video-link, some users prefer to use a headset and microphone.  Preferences for and access to these devices needs to be considered.

	7. Security and Firewalls

When considering undertaking video-based communications with a student located in another organisation, there may be issues of security or firewalls that will need to be overcome.  For example, is the student allowed access to in-house networks, are there any restrictions to accessing online materials such as the internet, are there any restrictions to devices like iPads or iPhones within the building….

	8. Using Wi-Fi or 3G

Hardware such as iPads and iPhones may be able to overcome some of the issues associated with Firewalls through the use of open access Wi-Fi or 3G.  However, despite familiarity with Wi-Fi and mobile phone networks, many places have restrictions on access or usage.  In addition, there may be costs or passwords that will need to be considered

	9. Purpose dictates approach

The various modes of video-based communications allow for differing qualities of contact.  For example, as Skype runs via the internet, high usage in the area will reduce the transmissions speed of the video link and, therefore, create signal delays that affect quality.  For the iPad, the quality of the webcam restricts the quality of the image that will be transmitted.  Whilst for many uses, these limits in either transmission or image quality may not be an issue.  However, if high image quality is required or if delays in the signal will threaten understanding of the message that is being given, alternatives to a video-link should be considered.  
It should be recognised that higher quality image results in a greater sense of shared emotions and intensity.  Therefore, emotionally based dialogue should use the optimum technology available if a face-to-face communication is not possible.

	10. Consideration of the purpose of the video-link

In considering whether a video link is an appropriate tool for a specific dialogue, it is worth considering what the dialogue needs to achieve:

Sharing of written material - if paperwork or written materials need to be shared, additional software may be needed.  There are a variety of real time document sharing tools that can be used with a video-link.  In addition, the camera on devices such as the iPad may be sufficient to allow for basic reading of prepared materials.  

Presentation of new materials – if an individual wishes to share new work through PowerPoint, this can be facilitated over a video-link either through the positioning of the webcam or through additional document sharing software.

Emotional support – if an individual is likely to require significant emotional support, consideration of whether video-link is appropriate is necessary.  However, if distance prohibits face-to-face contact, there are advantages and disadvantages of using video link.  Some individuals prefer receiving or providing comfort via the telephone in comparison with video media.  This risks individuals hiding elements of their distress through an absence of non-verbal tells.  Whilst video link is often uncomfortable, the instigator will need to consider whether the risk of missing non-verbal signs outweighs the level of discomfort experienced in what may already be difficult circumstances.

	11. Power relationships

The dynamics of communication via video link are complex and often existing power dynamics are accentuated via a video medium.  Consideration needs to be given to power dynamics that may occur via video link and the nature of what is trying to be achieved.  For example, if the purpose is to provide support for a struggling student and the tutor involved is quite formal in their approach, the impact of this approach may be exacerbated via a video link in comparison with face-to-face contact.  

	12. Familiarisation with the device

Much research suggests time for familiarisation with both a video technology and with the person at the other end of the link is advisable in order to maximise the potential of the contact.  Consideration should be given to whether this is feasible and timely within the constraints of the initiative.  

	13. Location, location, location

When planning a video-based communication, consideration needs to be given to noise, traffic, interruption, and access.  In particular, noise or activities outside of the video-link location can cause distractions that inevitably alter the gaze/eye contact and concentration of the participants.  In addition, if specific rooms need to be booked, this can often cause problems within what is otherwise a straightforward activity. 


Video based communications 
Practice Guidelines document
Video-based communication is often considered to be a tool for replacing face-to-face dialogue.  If the potential of video-mediated communications to be used to replace face-to-face dialogue is to be maximised, it is necessary to recognise the differences between the media and develop appropriate facilitatory skills.  The following outlines common problems experienced with video-based communications.  Whilst not prescriptive, these guidelines aim to provoke thought and reflection when considering use of this technology. 
	
	 

	 Section 1 - Preparation
	1. Location
Many video-based communications tools are highly mobile and, therefore, the location of video calls can be flexible.  This location should ideally be agreed in advance of the contact.  There are advantages and disadvantages to more or less formal locations.

Less formal, e.g. student rooms or homes can allow an individual to be comfortable and potentially more relaxed.  However, there is the increased risk of interruption or distraction that may detract from attention or clarity of message.

More formal, e.g. education suite or video-conferencing facilities.  The more formal location may encourage attention and focus but can be intimidating and inflexible, particularly for new users.  The nature of these locations may also encourage a more rigid approach to movement and non-verbal communications with the use of larger, more formal equipment.  

	
	2. Confidentiality
Consideration should be given to whether the conversation needs confidentiality.  If so, the methods by which this is achieved should be discussed and agreed upon by both parties within the conversation.  

Formal agreements of confidentiality must be made in advance of communications and any specific measures taken, communicated in an open and transparent manner.  As participating parties cannot see the full environment at the end of a web-link, ground rules regarding this should be rigorously adhered.  Research has demonstrated anxieties over whether confidentiality is maintained can significantly impact upon dialogue.

	
	3. Openness and honesty
Video-based communication is not ideal for all people or all circumstances.  All partners need to be open and honest about whether this method of communication is appropriate.

	Section 2 – Camera awareness
	4. Own image awareness
When engaging with video-based communications, the user will view both the partner at the end of the link and a smaller view of themselves.  Some users express discomfort with their own image.  The presence of the image can allow for correction of positioning or mobility and is particularly useful for more animated or mobile dialogue. If a user does not wish to be view themselves, check the settings in the communication programme or App and switch off the home view. Users should be reminded that aspects of their own body language that they may find uncomfortable may actually represent their approach to clear communications. Thus, these are not necessarily negative traits.

	
	5. Check positioning of the camera
The webcam should ideally be placed directly above the viewing screen.  If viewer and camera are mismatched, the recipient of the communications may be presented with a picture of an individual who appears not to be directing communications at them. The closer the match between camera and view screen positioning, the more realistic the contact will feel.  

	
	6. Distance from viewer
Varying the distance between the user and the webcam will provide differing benefits and limitations to the conversation.  Consideration needs to be given as to the purpose of the contact and, therefore, what aspects are most desirable.

· Head shot only will provide high detail images of facial expression but will reduce the ability to perceive non-verbal communications strategies such as hand movements or body positioning.  This view gives a greater impression of “intimacy” within a conversation and can be more comfortable.

· Upper body only will allow for some perception of non-verbal communications but may limit movement of the participant in order to “remain in shot”.  This may also limit the amount of facial expression that can be perceived.

· Full body shot:  This camera position will allow for viewing of not only the participant but also the surroundings.  This view may be useful for meetings or other uses that are enhanced through some awareness of the participants’ environments.  It is also useful in terms of establishing confidentiality but will limit the amount of eye contact and facial expression that can be perceived.  A full body shot can also be useful when trying to detect non-verbal indicators such as a tapping foot or “fidgeting” that may indicate insincerity, discomfort or hidden motivation

	
	7. Gaze awareness

Ground rules should be established regarding continuous eye contact.  Within normal dialogue, it is not normal to continuously maintain eye contact, though “paying attention” is generally indicated through a gaze that remains focused approximately on the partner.  Alterations in gaze in response to distractions are not usually a problem as the partner is aware of the object/instance that creates the distraction.  However, via video link, the partner is not privy to the nature of the distraction and movement of gaze away from the camera area towards unseen events can create anxieties particularly in relation to confidentiality.  Appropriate rooms/location should be identified to minimise distractions and an agreement should be made between parties regarding acknowledgement of external occurrences within a conversation.  

	
	N.B.  Care should be taken when interpreting visual information via video-link.  Non-verbal communications are not as easy to interpret through a two-dimensional medium and there is a risk of misinterpreting, for example, avoidance of gaze as disinterest or dishonesty when it may be a factor of camera positioning or context.  Care should be taken to establish honesty, openness and “ground rules” of communications as necessary.

	Section 3 - Clarity of message
	8. Cessation of speech

When using video media, the presence of “delay” even if slight, can create problems in clarifying cessation of speech.  It may be advantageous to agree between parties, how cessation of speech will be indicated if confusion arises.

	
	9. Interruptions

Interruptions within video-based dialogue can lead to issues with dominance over dialogue, confusion over speaker and loss of clarity of the message.  In many conversations none of these issues will arise.  Whether interruptions will cause problems will depend upon variables such as personality of participants, the purpose of the conversation i.e. whether interruption will detract from the message and signal quality.  Depending upon what the conversation is trying to achieve, it may be advantageous to agree in advance whether you are happy to allow interruptions or whether speakers should agree to take turns – remember that the transmission delay will make apologising for erroneously jumping in difficult.

	
	10. Movement (see distance from viewer)
Participants should be made aware of the importance of non-verbal communications via video feed. 

Many individuals refrain from moving when using a video link in order to try and “stay in shot” and whilst this often reduces with familiarity, this can lead to reductions in clarity of message.

	
	11. Non-verbal tells

Ideally individuals using video based communications media would have the opportunity to meet one another in person prior to engaging with a video link. This allows time for familiarisation with non-verbal tells.  Unfamiliar individuals may need to be more honest and open in their approach in order to understand one another’s non-verbal communication. Encouragement should be given to clarify the message if there are confusing non-verbal and verbal communications.  

	Section 4
	12. Settling in period
Where possible a “settling in” period within dialogue is advisable. 

It has been shown that dialogue via video link may become more “fluid” after an initial period.  The extent of this settling in time will vary and may also reduce with familiarity between individuals and with the technology.  However, it is advisable to agree upon a short introductory stage to any dialogue.  

	
	13. Termination of conversation
Agreement should be made between participants, regarding circumstances that would necessitate termination of the conversation and the method by which this will be achieved.  

Under some circumstances, particularly within emotive dialogue, individuals may feel the need for a conversation to be terminated.  This may not be easy to achieve without offense to the communications partner, thus, an agreement should be made in advance of a conversation as to how a conversation will be terminated without offence, should it be needed.  
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