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The Reading agency toolkit for hosting online author events
Zoom
Zoom is the most widely used platform for hosting online events; it has different plans to suit your budget and needs and lots of easy to use features. However, we know a lot of libraries are not currently able to use Zoom. There are lots of other sites which support online events, such as Live Webinar, StreamYard, Skype, Crowdcast and Facebook and Instagram Live.
A Basic Zoom account is free and allows you to hold meetings with up to 100 participants. However, with the basic package you are limited to meetings lasting no longer than 40 minutes.
Zoom Pro allows you to host meetings of unlimited length with up to 100 people. It also allows you to stream directly to social media and communicate with attendees via the chat function. This package is priced at £11.99 p/m.
You find out more about the different packages available, which are priced both monthly and annually and free to cancel at any time, here. To host an event using a Pro account you will need to be a licensed account holder. You can read more about the different types of account holder here.
In Zoom Webinars, the only screens visible are those of the host and panelists; participants are unable to see themselves or other attendees unless you change the setting yourself, making them great for larger scale talks and events. You have the option to stream to social media, automatically record the event, host a Q&A, share screens and communicate via the chat function. Zoom webinars for 100 attendees are priced at £31 p/m. You can find out more about the various Webinar packages and price plans here.
You can find a useful guide on how to schedule a Zoom webinar here. You can also read up on when best to use Zoom meetings or Zoom Webinars and how to maximise the success of your event here.
Facebook and Instagram Live
Facebook and Instagram Live are also great ways to host online events. Whilst you are unable to get a sense of audience numbers in advance, once your event goes live anybody can join. Instagram Live is particularly good for engaging younger audiences who use the app regularly; find out how to host invite an author to your Instagram Live here.
Whilst Facebook no longer allows you to invite other people to share your livestream as a speaker, you can host virtual readings and story time sessions or invite an author to present from your library’s Facebook account using a temporary password. Find out how to go live on Facebook here. Don’t forget, you can also livestream a Zoom event to social media.
Tips for hosting events via Zoom 
We recently hosted our first Zoom event – a webinar with the Open University – and thought it would be useful to share some tips we picked up from our own experience.


Invite participants to join without registration or passcode (Zoom Webinars)
When you schedule a Zoom Webinar you will have the option to ask participants to join with or without registering. We would recommend scheduling your webinar without registration to enable easier and quicker access. You will also be given the option to set a passcode, which the participant will be prompted to enter to join the event. To make the joining process as easy as possible once the participant has clicked onto the link, we would recommend deselecting this option. Similarly, be deselecting the option for ‘only authenticated users can join’, people who do not have a Zoom account will still be able to watch your event. You can find out how to schedule this type of Zoom Webinar here.
Have a rehearsal
If possible, schedule a separate event for a ‘rehearsal’ with you author/s ahead of the event proper to make sure everybody is confident using the software and that the audio and video is to standard. This is also a good opportunity to check the author/s are happy with the biography copy and pre-prepared questions.
If using Zoom Webinar, you also have the option to schedule a ‘practice session’. This is where the host and panelists can start the event in advance before any audience members join. You can find out how to do this here.
Have someone to support
If your library is hosting the discussion, we’d suggest making someone else from your team the ‘admin’ to control things behind the scenes, such as admitting audience members (if you choose to send them to the ‘waiting room’ first) and keeping an eye on questions and comments in the chat box. This will be whoever is logged into your library’s Zoom account, or you also have the option to transfer hosting responsibilities during a meeting.
If using Zoom Webinar, you can choose to make someone a co-host, allowing you to share access to the controls. Find out more about this here. Alternatively, when you schedule your webinar from your library’s account, you can invite yourself to be one of the panelists using your personal email. This way, your team member can start the webinar from your library’s account, and you can focus on hosting the discussion.
Ask panelists/participants to mute themselves when they are not speaking
If you are hosting a regular Zoom meeting where you audience are visible and audible, encourage them to mute themselves by clicking the microphone icon in the bottom left corner to avoid sound interference.
You can adjust your volume by clicking the arrow next to the microphone icon in the bottom left corner and selecting ‘audio settings’.
Think about your background
We’re all used to getting a peek into people’s living rooms as we join virtual events from home but try to ensure your lighting allows for a clear picture. Sitting in front of a light source – such as a window – is ideal, though artificial lights will create the same effect if the event is taking place in the evening. Avoid strong light sources behind you as these can be distracting.


Audience questions
Once you’ve spoken to your author you may be planning to open the floor to your audience. As with in person events, people are sometimes a bit shy to start off with, so we’d suggest gathering some audience questions via social media or the confirmation email ahead of the event to get the ball rolling, or having a few of your own ready to ask.
Eventbrite
If you are hosting a live event using Zoom or similar, we’d recommend creating an Eventbrite page to encourage people to sign up in advance. You can choose to link up your Zoom event when you reach the ‘Online Event Page’ during the setup – once your event is connected to Zoom, existing and new attendees will be added automatically as registrants to the Zoom Meeting/Webinar. You can find out more on how to do this here. Alternatively, you can skip this page and export your attendees’ order details to send on a joining link manually. 
Encourage your audience to buy the book
In person library events have always been a great opportunity for authors to sell copies of their book. Why not share a link in the chat box directing people to where they can buy copies of the book and remind you audience that the book is available to borrow from your library?
More resources for hosting a successful online event
https://blog.hootsuite.com/virtual-events/
https://support.zoom.us/hc/en-us/articles/209743263-Meeting-and-Webinar-Best-Practices-and-Resources
https://www.amarketingexpert.com/2020/06/16/how-to-market-a-book-with-a-virtual-event/
https://www.eventbrite.com/blog/tips-and-tricks-to-hosting-a-successful-online-event/
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