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Considering	Apple	made	video	chat	a	popular	thing,	there	are	plenty	of	options	on	Mac	OS	X.	That	said,	we	think	Skype	takes	the	high	prize	thanks	to	its	consistently	high	quality	picture,	ease	of	use,	and	presence	on	the	computers	of	geeks	and	grandparents	alike.	That	said,	what	works	best	for	you	may	vary.	Depending	on	your	connection	and
location,	and	the	same	of	those	you're	chatting	with,	certain	apps	may	work	better	than	others.SkypePlatform:	Mac	OS	X	(and	Beyond!)	Price:	Free	Download	PageFeaturesVideo	chat	the	same	way	you	make	free	computer-to-computer	callsVideo	chat	with	groups	of	people	or	just	one-on-oneShare	your	computer	screen	with	others	(or	let	them	share
with	you)Send	files	and	text-based	messages	while	you	video	chatAdaptive	video	quality	helps	to	ensure	you	always	get	a	picture	regardless	of	your	connection	speedNote:	These	are	the	features	that	pertain	to	video	calling	only.	You	can	view	Skype's	full	feature	set	here.Where	It	ExcelsWe've	tested	Mac	video	chat	apps	before	and	found	Skype	to	be
one	of	the	worst	performers,	so	you	might	be	wondering	what	it's	doing	here.	It's	certainly	not	perfect,	and	has	some	annoying	quirks	(mentioned	in	the	next	section),	but	manages	to	make	due	with	whatever	connection	you	and	your	video	chatters	have.	The	quality	level	is	fairly	consistent	and	it	offers	a	smoother	frame	rate	than	most	apps	(assuming
bandwidth	is	available).	There	are	plenty	of	ways	we	could	say	it	gets	the	job	done	adequately,	and	sometimes	better	than	the	competition,	but	there	are	really	two	reasons	why	it's	the	best	solution	you've	got:	nearly	everyone	has	a	copy	installed	on	their	computer,	regardless	of	how	tech-savvy	they	are	(or	aren't),	and	it	works	almost	regardless	of
how	slow	your	connection	may	be.Personally,	I	have	some	remote	friends	and	family	and	do	more	video	chatting	than	the	average	person.	I've	tried	everything.	When	it	comes	to	getting	people	to	understand	what	to	do	to	start	a	video	call	it's	easier	to	use	Skype.	It's	just	less	of	a	hassle	and	practically	everyone	has	it	installed.	Google	(Video)	Chat
worked	well	on	some	days	and	not	as	well	on	others,	and	Apple's	options	couldn't	adapt	to	slower	connections.	Skype	also	continues	to	work	well	consistently	when	chatting	with	friends	overseas.	While	imperfect,	it's	been	reliable	for	the	heavy	use	I've	given	it	for	the	past	year.	There's	plenty	of	improvement	for	the	technology	category	on	the	whole,
but	I'm	sticking	with	Skype	because	it	currently	gives	me	the	fewest	issues.Where	It	Falls	ShortSkype	for	Mac	is	far	from	perfect.	There	are	several	glitches	in	the	software.	One	I	run	into	often,	in	particular,	is	the	need	to	establish	a	regular	call	before	video	mode	can	begin,	rather	than	simply	making	a	video	call.	Another	example	is	how	the
application	often	refuses	to	be	hidden	using	most	methods	(option-clicking	outside	of	Skype	works	for	me).	Sometimes	video	freezes	in	the	midst	of	a	call	as	well,	and	you	have	to	turn	it	off	and	on	again	to	get	a	proper	stream	working.	In	addition	to	various	problems,	Skype	also	updates	for	Windows	long	before	it	updates	for	Mac.	If	there's	a
particular	feature	your	Windows	buddies	have	you're	probably	not	going	to	see	it	for	another	few	months.	There	are	several	other	complaints	about	Skype	that	are	unrelated	to	video	chat,	so	we're	going	to	leave	them	unsaid	here,	but	it's	an	app	that	certainly	comes	with	its	annoyances.	In	our	experience,	however,	it	tends	to	be	the	most	reliable	and
these	annoyances	win	out	over	the	other	video	chat	options.The	CompetitionDespite	being	a	web	app,	Google	Video	Chat	performed	the	best	in	our	previous	tests.	If	you're	a	heavy	Google	user	and	most	of	your	friends	and	family	are	on	Gmail,	it's	a	simple	way	to	communicate.	It	doesn't	have	the	feature	set	of	other	options,	however,	so	it	makes	sense
to	use	as	an	alternative	if	that	doesn't	matter	and	the	people	with	whom	you	want	to	communicate	use	it	as	well.Apple's	iChat	is	pretty	much	the	responsible	party	for	making	video	chat	popular,	but	it	has	always	attempted	to	offer	a	high-quality	stream	even	if	your	connection	can't	handle	it.	If	you're	always	chatting	with	people	who	have	high-speed
internet	access	and	your	connection	is	good	as	well,	then	it	might	be	a	good	alternative.	It	certainly	has	the	most	elegant	multi-person	video	chat	and	a	great	way	to	share	files/videos/etc.	You	also	get	fun	camera	effects	and	image/video	backgrounds.	It's	really	a	great	solution	if	your	connection	can	handle	it.Apple's	Facetime	is	a	great	idea,	in	the
sense	you	can	video	chat	with	anybody	who	owns	and	iPhone	or	has	a	Mac	and	an	email	address,	but	it	just	didn't	pan	out	the	way	Apple	may	have	hoped.	While	the	quality	is	pretty	good	and	it	is,	in	theory,	easy	to	use,	you	can't	video	chat	with	absolutely	anyone.	On	top	of	that,	non-Lion	users	have	to	pay	$1	to	use	the	app.	This	was	an	incredibly
stupid	decision	on	Apple's	part,	not	because	$1	is	a	big	deal	but	because	it's	a	barrier	to	entry	for	the	non-tech	savvy.	Unless	it	shows	up,	freely,	via	a	Software	Update,	you're	probably	not	going	to	see	your	parents	or	grandparents	downloading	the	app.	So	while	Facetime	is	a	nice,	simple	video	chat	application	you	can't	really	expect	to	use	it	to	chat
with	too	many	people.Lifehacker's	App	Directory	is	a	new	and	growing	directory	of	recommendations	for	the	best	applications	and	tools	in	a	number	of	given	categories.	While	it's	only	available	to	iPad,	iPhone,	and	Mac	users,	Apple's	FaceTime	video	chat	app	has	an	intuitive	interface	and	excellent	quality.	However,	other	players	in	the	video	chat
market	such	as	Fring,	Oovoo,	Skype,	and	Tango	can	make	face-to-face	calls	to	Android	and	Apple	devices,	and	some	can	conduct	multi-party	video	calls	with	four	or	more	people.	So	should	Apple	fans	stick	to	FaceTime	exclusively,	or	should	they	opt	for	other	apps	that	open	up	communication	to	more	users?Set	upBecause	the	iPad	2	and	iPod	touch
don't	have	phone	numbers,	FaceTime	works	differently	on	them	than	on	the	iPhone	4.	On	those	devices,	FaceTime	is	a	standalone,	pre-installed	application.	For	the	iPhone	4,	FaceTime	works	as	a	feature	within	the	Phone	and	Contacts	apps.On	the	iPhone,	you'll	need	to	activate	FaceTime	in	the	phone	settings	before	making	any	video	calls.	You'll	also
want	to	remember	to	turn	on	Wi-Fi	since	FaceTime	doesn't	work	on	AT&T	or	Verizon's	3G	networks.	For	the	iPod	Touch	and	iPad	2,	a	FaceTime	application	is	added	to	the	home	screen	by	default.The	next	step	in	the	process	is	to	set	up	an	Apple	ID	(if	one	hasn't	been	set	up	already).	You'll	need	the	e-mail	address	associated	with	it	to	log	into
FaceTime	and	make	calls.	After	the	first	sign-in,	users	are	prompted	to	enter	their	Apple	ID	and	password.	Then,	if	needed,	users	can	enter	another	separate	e-mail	address	that	other	callers	can	use	to	find	them.User	InterfaceOn	the	iPhone	4,	FaceTime	works	much	like	making	a	phone	call.	When	you	pull	up	a	contact	with	an	active	FaceTime
account,	FaceTime	appears	with	options	to	text,	call,	or	e-mail	that	person.	You	can	also	switch	a	voice	phone	call	to	FaceTime	via	a	large	button	overlaid	on	the	screen	during	active	calls.Click	to	enlargeFor	the	iPod	touch	and	iPad	2,	launching	the	FaceTime	application	activates	the	front-facing	camera	immediately,	so	your	own	first-person	video
takes	up	the	entire	screen.	A	list	of	FaceTime	contacts	is	transparently	overlaid	on	the	right	side	of	the	display	and	allows	users	to	make	calls	by	tapping	a	contact's	name.FaceTime's	interface	is	the	same	regardless	of	the	device.	The	other	caller's	video	occupies	the	full	screen	and	a	thumbnail	window	for	first-person	video	sits	in	the	corner.	Tapping
the	display	pulls	up	a	menu	of	on-screen	buttons	for	muting	the	microphone,	switching	between	the	front-	and	back-facing	cameras,	and	ending	calls.In	typical	Apple	fashion,	the	controls	are	elegantly	simple.	For	instance,	the	small	thumbnail	of	the	video	feed	can	be	dragged	or	flicked	from	one	corner	to	another	with	your	finger,	and	when	your	caller
switches	from	the	back	camera	to	the	front	one	or	vice	versa,	the	video	feed	actually	revolves	around	to	indicate	to	the	other	caller	what's	happening.	When	this	action	happens	in	each	of	the	other	video	chat	applications,	the	video	feed	simply	freezes	for	a	split	second	before	it	reappears	jarringly	with	different	video.	Apple's	solution	to	that
admittedly	small	glitch	adds	a	bit	of	cool	to	FaceTime.Call	QualityRegardless	of	the	device	we	used--an	iPad	2,	iPhone	4,	and	a	13.3-inch	MacBook	Air--FaceTime	offered	some	of	the	most	dependable	video	quality	we've	seen.	We	experienced	no	dropped	calls,	laggy	signals,	or	out-of-sync	video	and	audio.	That's	because	FaceTime	only	works	over	Wi-
Fi,	which	tends	to	be	more	stable	for	video	connections	than	3G	data	networks.	Still,	the	option	to	make	video	calls,	even	of	slightly	poorer	quality,	wouldn't	hurt.	Google	Chat,	Fring,	ooVoo,	Skype,	and	Tango	each	work	over	3G	and	4G	data	networks	as	well	as	Wi-Fi.Calls	made	to	the	iPhone	4	from	another	iPhone	4	were	clear	at	a	glance,	but	a
deeper	look	revealed	that	they	contained	some	pixel	noise.	The	edges	of	our	face	looked	only	slightly	less	blurry	than	on	video	calls	made	with	Skype	and	Tango,	but	it	was	much	better	than	Oovoo,	which	struggled	over	Wi-Fi.	Calls	made	from	the	MacBook	Air	to	the	iPhone	4	and	the	iPad	2	video	looked	clean,	but	the	edges	were	still	fuzzy.The	worst
picture	quality	we	noticed	was	while	calling	an	iPad	2	from	an	iPhone	4.	The	latest	iPhone	captures	video	that's	fine	for	another	iPhone's	3.5-inch	display.	The	iPad	2's	9.7-inch	display	must	scale	up	video	from	the	iPhone's	camera,	and	the	result	is	scratchy,	pixelated	video	on	the	tablets's	screen.Still,	FaceTime	delivered	solid	video	connections,	and
the	audio	was	the	best	of	any	app	we	tested	for	this	roundup.	There	was	almost	no	latency,	and	the	sound	quality	was	so	clear	we	hardly	ever	missed	a	word.Special	FeaturesUnlike	other	video	chat	apps,	FaceTime	doesn't	offer	special	features	such	as	group	video	chat	or	free	voice-only	calls	made	over	a	carrier's	data	network.	Fring	allows	users	to
make	up	to	four	video	calls	at	once,	and	ooVoo	Mobile	can	host	up	to	six	audio	calls	with	a	single,	shared	video	feed.	Plus,	Google	Chat	for	mobile,	Fring,	ooVoo,	Skype,	and	Tango	each	offer	free	voice-only	calls	to	other	users,	and	Fring,	ooVoo,	and	Skype	even	offer	pre-paid	calls	to	international	numbers.VerdictWhile	FaceTime's	functionality	is
limited--Apple	devices	only,	Wi-Fi	only,	no	group	video	chat--what	it	does,	it	does	very	well.	Not	only	is	it	easy	to	set	up	and	use,	but	FaceTime	also	offers	some	of	the	cleanest	video	calls,	and	audio	quality	was	superior.	For	Apple	users	looking	to	make	video	calls	to	other	Apple	users,	there's	no	better	app	than	FaceTime.
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