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Enhancing the Effectiveness of Zoom Meetings

In the Fall, I wrote about The Importance of Building Communities and how the legal community has adapted to
communicating and collaborating over Zoom and other video platforms. But as the pandemic has dragged on, we hear
of zoom fatigue, or the inability to get at the heart of the matter over these virtual platforms. Is there something we
could be doing better? Are there tools and techniques that would make our virtual meetings more energized? I asked
an expert, Blanche Brann, who has been facilitating professional Zoom meetings, for some tips. Here is what she had
to say:

I am a Zoom facilitator, so this may not be pertinent, technically, for those who are using other platforms, but the
concepts are broad enough that they have some applicability.

Timing: When feasible, have each Zoom meeting begin 15 minutes early so the attendees have time to chat. It is a nice
period to check in, ask about family, or discuss a client problem or potential issue in the upcoming meeting. Most
importantly, this helps insure the meeting will start on time.

Agenda: I recommend circulating an agenda with the time frame for each discussion item and trying to stick to that
agenda as much as possible. Much of Zoom fatigue is due to the exhaustive nature of people going on and on with
little regard for others. If people know that there is only 20 minutes set aside for a particular part of the discussion,
they will have more patience knowing the end point is near.

Introductions: I often use something called the cross-introduction. We put two people into breakout rooms for just a
few minutes, randomly – and this point is important – to level the power dynamic – and they each get to learn a little
about each other with the knowledge that they will be asked to introduce the other person to the group. Yes, a senior
partner might be partnered with an associate, but the group “energy” will be enhanced, and all stakeholders will
participate more actively. It only takes a few minutes and is really valuable.

Breakout Rooms: If you are hosting a larger meeting or just want to get some teams to focus on their own topics and
report back to the group, breakout rooms are fabulous. Important tech note: Always tell the breakout room participants
how long they will be in the breakout room and always allow them to leave the room at their own discretion. They need
to have appropriate tools (whiteboard/google docs) in the breakout room. It is also important to designate a discussion
leader in each breakout room who can bring back relevant content from the breakout room to the conversation/
meeting.

Chat: Some people love the chat function; to others, chat is like somebody texting while driving. But there is little
disagreement that chat is terrific for file sharing to further the points of the discussion. You can share PDFs, even
PowerPoint. Distributing some documents during the Zoom call, rather than before, is also a strategy to keep your
participants engaged.

PowerPoint: Great tool for presentations on Zoom, but do not lose your participants during your presentation. I
recommend adding a slide into your presentation that asks for Feedback and Comments at least every 5 slides. Stop
Share Screen and come back to the meeting. Meetings are not webinars. A webinar is “one-to-many”. A meeting is “all
together” for a conversation that matters.

Outcome and Action Items: Useless meetings have no results. Useful meetings ensure that each participant has
learned something useful or has an action item. I try to close each meeting with an open-ended sentence. For
example, the primary action item I am taking from this meeting today is: _____. Or one of my take-aways today is:
____. Another approach is to give each person time to write down their sentence (1 minute) and then read it aloud.
That gives everyone an opportunity to listen to each other rather than thinking about what they are going to say.

There are many ways to structure a Zoom meeting, but each meeting should have some formal structure, some sense
of timing/agenda, some way for each person to be included. We have changed the way we meet, the way we
communicate and the way we conduct our business. Even when the pandemic abates, we will be using these remote
platforms and it is important to use them in ways which result in conversations that matter.

Blanche Brann spends most of her time on Zoom, as a facilitator, and recently hosted Princeton Community Works, a
700-person conference on nonprofit management with 32 workshops over 3 days. During the last fiscal crisis, she
became an expert on foreclosure prevention as well as a mediator for the New Jersey Judiciaryʼs foreclosure
prevention program. She is a leading consultant on non-profit management and co-hosts a monthly Community
Conversation for the nonprofit community in the Princeton area. She can be reached at bibrann@gmail.com.
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