
Using Zoom Webinar to hold public meetings 
Published April 6, 2020 
 
We’ve been working to help so many public agencies figure out how to hold remote public meetings using 
Zoom Webinar that we decided we’d write our own guide! This content is part of a series we’ve written on 
helping special districts communicate during a crisis. ​All of the resources can be found online.​ Zoom also has 
many ​online tutorial videos. 
 
Zoom software will likely be continuously updated and some options may change by the time you’re reading 
this. (Also, we aren’t affiliated with Zoom in any way - not even as a reseller or referral partner. Just trying to 
help!) We are focusing on the Zoom Webinar product (even though it’s a bit more expensive than just using 
Zoom Meetings) because it gives you much more control over public participation. 
 
Because of the nature of public meetings, many of the features that will help other folks control meeting 
behaviors (password protecting, requiring registration) aren’t going to be useful, since your meetings have to be 
open and public. But you can make this work with just a few tweaks to the standard Zoom Webinar functionality.  
 
It may help you to know that when I use the word Webinar in this document, I am referring to the ​Zoom Webinar 
product​. When I use the word “meeting” I am talking about your ​public meeting​, which you will host using the 
Zoom Webinar product.  
 
Clear as mud? :)) Let’s dive in! 
 
– Sloane 
 

What you’ll need 
 

     
   

✓ A computer with 
internet access 
(preferably with 
a camera, mic 
and speakers) 

 

✓ 20-30 minutes 
of time to 
complete this 
tutorial 

 

✓ A credit card 
number 

 

✓ A paid Zoom 
Meeting 
account that 
you will 
upgrade 
(what’s this?) 

✓ A list of all 
the board 
members’ 
email 
addresses 

 
Additionally, you’ll want to devote some time to ​practicing​ before your first live meeting. Once you get it set up 
properly, and get some practice under your belt, you’ll be great at this!   
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https://engage.getstreamline.com/communicating-during-crisis
https://support.zoom.us/hc/en-us/articles/206618765-Zoom-Video-Tutorials
https://support.zoom.us/hc/en-us/articles/360034967471-Quick-start-guide-for-new-users
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Adding the Webinar functionality to your Zoom Meetings account 
(required) 
After setting up your initial ​Zoom Pro Meetings account​ (the Basic / free account won’t work, you need to sign up 
for the Pro account), you’ll need to buy the Webinar add-on for one Host. (You don’t need more than one - the 
Host can set up and configure the Webinar, and everyone else can participate as a Panelist using a Zoom Basic 
free account, or just via email invite. More on that later.) 
 
 
Log in at zoom.us and then click on ​MY ACCOUNT: 
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Left sidebar - click to expand ​Account Management​, then click on ​Billing. ​Purchase one ​Webinar​ add on using 
the text link: 

 
Next, click ​User Management,​ then ​Users, ​and edit the user account you want to add Webinar license to​: 

 
Add the Webinar feature, then click ​Save​: 
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You only need one ​Webinar​ ​host​ to make this work, although you can pay for more if you’d like. In fact, you only 
need a single Zoom account (Meeting + Webinar add-on) - ​you don’t have to pay for any additional Zoom 
Meeting Pro users, or even set up your staff / board members as free Zoom Basic accounts, if you don’t want to. 
There is one benefit to adding them as free, Zoom Basic users, though - if they aren’t going to use video during 
meetings, they can add a profile picture so their pic shows when they speak (more on this later.) 
 

Account settings to check / configure (optional) 
Now on to a few settings you may want to configure. These are optional, but highly recommended! 

Disable Chat (maybe) 
 
You might choose to keep Chat enabled so that you can use it to chat privately with your Panelists during the 
meeting. Also, note that if you disable Chat, it not only affects Zoom Webinars, but it won’t be available for any of 
your Zoom Meetings, either. 
 
Zoom Webinar includes a Q&A feature that is much better for public meetings than Chat—at least, for managing 
public comment. If you don’t disable Chat or ​change the default settings​, anyone on the Webinar can chat with 
anyone else (or everyone on the webinar!) Also, the chat window just keeps scrolling as more people add to it, 
so it becomes hard to track and you may miss public comments or questions. 
 
The Q&A feature allows you to keep questions open until you answer them (more on this later). 
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If you want to disable Chat, go to ​Settings​ in the left sidebar, then scroll down until you find ​Chat​. 

 
Note that turning off the ​first​ Chat option will automatically disable the others. 
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Enable Closed Captioning 
 
Scroll down a bit further until you find Closed Captioning, and turn it on if you’d like to enable this option. This 
allows you, or any Panelist, to type captions while the meeting is live. It’s not automatic, though, and keeping up 
could be tough. If you decide to try this, assign your fastest typist, remind people to speak slowly, and ask them 
to pause when needed so you can catch up! 
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You might consider adding language to all of your meeting notifications, including at the top of each agenda, 
that you will provide accessibility help (like closed captioning) for those who request in advance. That way you 
aren’t typing away like mad if it’s not necessary! Transcripts are created automatically as long as you are 
recording to the cloud (not your computer) and have enabled “save separate audio file.” 
 
(We found a ​great walk through of how to do this​ on a college site.) 
 

   

Using Zoom Webinar to hold public meetings Page 8 of 34 


