Virtual Industry Day Provides a ‘Meeting-like’ Interactive Environment

Industry days provide Air Force and industry counterparts the opportunity to exchange information on operational requirements and the latest technology, and improve communications between ESC and existing or potential suppliers.  Through collaborative Internet-based technologies, the Air Force Electronic Systems Center (ESC) at Hanscom AFB, Mass. conducted its first “Virtual Industry Day” on May 15, 2001, linking together participants at 60 locations across the country into a four-hour conference on the Global Combat Support System (GCSS). The Virtual Industry Day created a more efficient working environment, allowing participants to concentrate on their regular jobs and get the information they needed. It saved the participants and their organizations time and cost.

Virtual Environment Creates Efficiency, Productivity

Ms. Diane Gingras, project officer in ESC’s Defense Information Infrastructure-Air Force program office said that previous industry days required participants to gather at the same venue. “This can be costly and time consuming for all concerned,” Ms. Gingras states, “and industry participants are sometimes reluctant to express themselves in the presence of their competition. This was a more effective and efficient way to hold this meeting, allowing more people to take part. Participants could also manage other work, such as checking e-mail or making phone calls during breaks.” 

Feedback from industry participants was very positive, according to Ms. Gingras, with comments such as “a major winner in my book,” and “savings in travel costs.”

“We learned a lot from this Virtual Industry Day experience, and next time we might do some things differently,” said Matt Mleziva, Defense Information Infrastructure-Air Force program director, “but the technology proved it deserves a place in our toolkit. We will consider Virtual Industry Days on a periodic basis, perhaps every quarter, with ‘real’ Industry Days on a less frequent basis, such as annually.”

This combination of virtual and physical industry days would “provide the best of both worlds,” Mr. Mleziva said. “We could increase our ability to employ private sector technology while improving industry’s understanding of our needs and our understanding of how their technology might be put to use to accomplish the Air Force mission more efficiently and effectively.”

How Did They Do That?

Rather than try to support several supporting technologies in-house, the virtual conference was provided by a contractor, Placeware, Inc. These technologies allowed the exchange of audio, viewgraphs, polling, questions and answers and comments. Participants are only required to have a computer with Internet access, a browser and a phone. In addition, the service supplier provided support for on-line registration and technical support during the conference.

“Because bandwidth can be a limiting factor and is not a equally available commodity, we chose to utilize services that were universal in nature,” said Sam Shamburger, systems architect in ESC/Defense Information Infrastructure . “Most everyone has a browser and Internet access,” he said, “so we pushed the visual content — mainly PowerPoint charts — through the Internet, which allowed 100 percent participation. For audio content we went to the lowest common denominator among participants — the telephone.”

By making the virtual environment accessible to all potential participants, the Virtual Industry Day brought the intimacy of on-site meetings together with the productivity generated by remaining on-site.
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