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Probably the biggest debate in the telepresence 
industry is what telepresence itself  means. Part 
of  the problem is that the term could apply to 
so many types of  telepresences: virtual reality 
telepresence, robotic telepresence, even the elec-
tro-biological telepresence in James Cameron’s 
Avatar movie.

Though we’ll touch on robotic telepresence 
later, our main concern here is the telepresence 
conferencing that’s revolutionizing global busi-
ness by dramatically accelerating knowledge 
transfer, learning and productive work while re-
ducing physical travel and reengineering work.  

If  you need a one-sentence definition, try this 
on for size:

Visual collaboration solutions that address the human 
factors of  participants and attempt to replicate, as closely 
as possible, an in-person experience.

Why Does Telepresence Cost So Much 
Money?

Answer: Because the human brain is so damn smart!

From the first seconds of  life your brain has 
accustomed itself  to visual collaboration. Your 
eyes are “cameras” delivering video to the “dis-
play” that is your brain. The retina and optic 
nerve are actually outgrowths of  the brain itself, 
an organ with hundreds of  millions of  neurons 
— a full 30 percent of  the cortex — devoted to 
vision (versus eight percent for touch and three 
percent for hearing.)

Whereas each auditory nerve is limited to about 
30,000 fibers optic nerves that carries signals 
from the retina to the brain consists of  around 
a million. Over your lifetime, your brain has 
developed certain innate preferences for com-
munication, with “video” being its hands down 
favorite.

WHAT IS TELEPRESENCE?

Studies have shown people comprehend and 
retain information better when they see it as 
well as hear it. Most importantly, some behav-
ioral psychologists believe that 70 to 80 percent 
of  communication is non-verbal: facial expres-
sions, gestures, posture and eye contact. The 
brain processes non-verbal information quickly, 
naturally and often subconsciously for a richer 
understanding of  what’s being communicated 
than through speech alone.

Telepresence providers address a range of  hu-
man factors that traditional videoconferencing 
didn’t. It costs more, but the immersive experi-
ence of  telepresence is worth is.

What Makes A Visual Collaboration Solu-
tion… Telepresence?

The complicated process of  immersing two sets 
of  people and making them feel like they’re 
talking to each other in the same room involves 
dozens of  factors.  Chief  among them are these:
• A natural and realistic environment 

— If  seeing is believing, then lifesize im-
ages, spatial acoustics, and visual perspec-
tive are essential. 

• Fluid high definition video – High defi-
nition video with fluid motion, accurate 
flesh tones, and error-free transmission that 
eliminates screen remnants or anything 
else that would distract from the immersive 
experience.  

• Collaboration — If  you want to be pro-
ductive between locations, you need intui-

tive collaborative tools that everyone can 
figure out. 

For business users, especially large multi-nation-
als with hundreds or thousands of  potential par-
ticipants, I would argue there are a number of  
additional requirements for creating the desired 
totality of  experience.

• Ease-of-use – Simple to schedule, simple 
to operate. 

• Utility and Inter-operability — Con-
necting the headquarters with branch of-
fices is valuable, but intercompany connec-
tions with partners, vendors, and customers 
are the game changer.

The Pay-off  
There is definitely a cost involved in more faith-
fully replicating in-person meeting experiences 
but for businesses trying to manage disparate 
operations or connect with partners, vendors, 
and clients globally the ROI is immense.  The 
better the human experience the more that vi-
sual collaboration will be adopted by the enter-
prise, enjoyed by the participants, and accepted 
by partners.  This additional usage and end-user 
satisfaction translates directly into improved 
productivity, reduced travel, and a higher qual-
ity of  communication and understanding from 
all participants. If  every human brain is a su-
percomputer then telepresence is opening up 
gigabit connections where more and better in-
formation flows faster between participants, or-
ganizations, and eco-systems and the results are 
extraordinary!
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Monkey Vision – Why Humans Like to 
Look at Certain Other Humans

 
Why is People magazine at every supermarket 
check-out? Why do so many websites traffic in 
celebrity pictures? What’s so fascinating about 
looking at the rich and famous? The answer may 
lie with a study called “Monkey Pay Per View.”

Dr. Michael Platt, a neurobiologist at Duke Uni-
versity Medical Center, began offering thirsty 
male monkeys their favorite drink (Cherry Juicy 
Juice) as images scrolled in front of  them. The 
monkeys could stop and look at a given image 
by not drinking. They could, in fact, “pay” to see 
certain images by delaying gratification. Which 
images did Dr. Platt discover the monkeys were 
willing to pay for?

1. Monkey Pornography — Pictures of  
female monkey hindquarters – Not surpris-
ing. 

2. Monkey Celebrities — More surpris-
ing. Monkeys live in communities called 
“troops” where there exists a hierarchical 
pecking order of  lower status and higher 
status members.  The monkey’s were will-
ing to “pay” to see pictures of  higher status 
monkeys within their troop

The study provides an insight as to why visual 
communications is appealing to humans and 
monkeys alike.  Better not let Madison Avenue 
find out or the next thing you know they will be 
using sex and celebrity to capture our attention 
long enough to show us commercials. 

Immersion – What Does it Mean & How 
do You Measure It? 

Anyone who has ever fallen in love on a first 
date can understand immersion. When immer-
sion happens between two people, they connect 
so well they block out all other stimuli in their 
environments. 

This isn’t to say that executives need to fall in 
love to improve business communications. But 
they’ll produce better work in more immersive 
environments. When the brain isn’t distracted 
by the Medium (the visible screen, the obvi-
ous camera, low-quality audio, space, etc.) it’s 
freed up to focus on the Message (what’s being 
said, body language and social cues).  Immer-
sion produces superior end user acceptance and 
participants can stay in immersive environments 
longer without getting fatigued. 

In visual collaboration immersion is best thought 
of  as a continuum where the graduations are 
not noticeably different from their adjacencies, 
although the ends or extremes are very differ-
ent from each other. The more elements you 
can address the greater the immersion you will 
achieve.   Here is a list of  some of  the more im-
portant ones:

• large seamless displays to address human’s 
wide horizontal field of  view

• high-definition, life-size images
• absence of  visible cameras, screen bezels, 

and electronics
• replicated environment including architec-

tural elements, colors, furniture, 
• excellent eye lines

The Polycom RPX 400 Series has an enour-
mous 4 foot x 16 foot video wall that takes 
up almost the entire peripheral vision of the 
eye, the camera is hidden at eye-level behind 
the screen, the participants are perfectly posi-
tioned, and the architectural elements of the 
room are mirrored to produce a superb sense 
of immersion.
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