
With many people working remotely during the pandemic, online meetings  

have become common. Zoom, one of the most common platforms, jumped from  

10 million daily users in March 20201 to more than 300 million daily users in April 2021.2 

All that time on screen is causing some employees to feel burned out. Yet the problem of 

being overscheduled in meetings has been around for far longer. So, whether you’re on screen 

or in a conference room, it may be time to rethink when, how and why those meetings are 

being scheduled. 

Reducing video 
meeting (and 
conference  
room) fatigue

Consider these quick stats:

17% 65%

$37 BILLION

of senior executives said that 
their meetings are ‘generally 
productive uses of group 
and individual time’.3

of workers said that 
meetings keep them from 
getting their work done.3

An estimated

is lost every year in the U.S. alone due  
to unproductive meetings.5

After a meeting, 
we need 25 
minutes to get our 
concentration back.4



Rethinking meetings and attendees

If you’re thinking about scheduling a meeting or were invited to one, start by asking yourself these questions:6

 • Is the meeting necessary? 

  – Could the material be covered by sending out an email instead?

  – Is an in-person or video meeting necessary, or would a quick phone call be sufficient? 

 • Who really needs to attend?

  – Can you keep the attendee list to the 6–8 maximum recommended?

  – Could you (or others) just read a summary of the meeting instead?  

 • How long does the meeting need to be?

  – Instead of 30 minutes, would 20 work? Instead of an hour, would 40 minutes work?

Making meetings work better

Once you’ve decided that a meeting is essential, try these tips for making the most of the time.

Be clear about the goals. Let attendees know ahead of time why the meeting has been set. It might be to gather 
ideas, assign tasks, check in on a project’s status or accomplish another goal. Also, tell attendees what prework is 
expected, so everyone arrives prepared.7 

Create an agenda. Having an agenda set ahead of time can help the group stay on task. Also, make sure that there’s  
a clear meeting facilitator who can help keep the meeting moving. This may help prevent one attendee from dominating 
the conversation.5,8

Start and end on time. Waiting for an attendee who’s late to show up doesn’t just waste time; it also conveys to 
others that their time isn’t as valuable.8 Also, make sure that you end on time. If your meeting runs long, you may be 
making attendees late for their next meeting and inconveniencing others. Even better, end a little early when possible. 
People need a moment to use the bathroom, grab a glass of water or simply clear their mind between tasks.9

Invite the right people. At a time when depression and anxiety rates are high, it’s important to pay attention to 
whether we’re overburdening someone.3 If you’re inviting people who don’t feel they need to be there, they’re likely 
to multitask. Seeing others on their phones can reduce team morale.3 It can also waste time if people need to repeat 
themselves because someone wasn’t listening.10 Some meeting planners recommend a ‘no tech’ rule to help people 
stay focused.10 

Decide if cameras will be on for virtual meetings. Set your expectations ahead of time, including whether you 
expect cameras to be on for video calls.2,10 Some people like using video so they can stay focused and see others’ 
expressions. Others find them stressful when they’re dealing with background interruptions such as kids and dogs. 
Also, video meetings can be tough because there’s no direct eye contact. People may worry about their appearance or 
wonder if others are paying attention.2



1.   Harvard Business Review. Beyond burned out. hbr.org/2021/02/beyond-burned-out. Last reviewed February 10, 2021. Accessed April 27, 2021. 

2.   Business News Daily. Tips on how to avoid “Zoom burnout.” businessnewsdaily.com/15728-zoom-burnout.html. Last reviewed June 3, 2020. Accessed April 27, 2021. 

3.   Harvard Business Review. Stop the meeting madness. hbr.org/2017/07/stop-the-meeting-madness. Last reviewed July–August 2017. Accessed April 27, 2021. 

4.   Entrepreneur. 12 common workplace distractions and how you can stay focused anyway. entrepreneur.com/article/330196. Accessed April 27, 2021.

5.    Business Insider. $37 billion [is] lost every year on these 12 meeting mistakes. businessinsider.com/37-billion-is-lost-every-year-on-these-meeting-mistakes-2014-4.  Last 
reviewed June 6, 2019. Accessed April 27, 2021. 

6.    Forbes. The 30 minutes challenge — How to reduce your meeting time. forbes.com/sites/lucianapaulise/2020/06/16/the-30-minutes-challengehow-to-reduce-your-meeting-
time/?sh=41dedbba377d. Last reviewed June 16, 2020. Accessed April 27, 2021. 

7.    Slack. 6 types of team meetings you need (and 3 you don’t). slack.com/blog/productivity/team-meetings-you-need-and-dont-need. Last reviewed October 31, 2018. Accessed 
April 27, 2021.

8.    American Psychological Association. Stop wasting time: Keys to great meetings. apa.org/monitor/2016/12/great-meetings. Last reviewed December 2016. Accessed April 27, 
2021. 

9.    The Economist. How to stop wasting your time — and everyone else’s — in meetings. execed.economist.com/blog/industry-trends/how-stop-wasting-your-time-and-everyone-
elses-meetings. Accessed April 27, 2021.

10.  American Psychological Association. Videoconferences more exhausting when participants don’t feel group belonging. apa.org/news/press/releases/2021/04/videoconferences-
fatigue. Last reviewed April 19, 2021. Accessed April 27, 2021. 

11.  Fortune. To beat Zoom fatigue, your workplace needs fewer meetings and more data. fortune.com/2021/02/08/zoom-fatigue-fewer-meetings-data-analytics-leadership-advice/.
Last reviewed February 8, 2021. Accessed April 27, 2021. 

12.  Inc. Google’s 3-word plan to help employees avoid burnout is so simple you should steal it. inc.com/jason-aten/googles-3-word-plan-to-help-employees-avoid-burnout-is-so-
simple-you-should-steal-it.html. Last reviewed November 17, 2020. Accessed April 27, 2021.

This programme should not be used for emergency or urgent care needs. In an emergency, call 911 if you are in the United States or the local emergency services phone number 
if you are outside the United States, or go to the nearest accident and emergency department. This programme is not a substitute for a doctor’s or professional’s care. Due to the 
potential for a conflict of interest, legal consultation will not be provided on issues that may involve legal action against Optum or its affiliates, or any entity through which the 
caller is receiving these services directly or indirectly (e.g. employer or health plan). This programme and all its components, in particular services to family members below the age 
of 16, may not be available in all locations and are subject to change without prior notice. Experience and/or educational levels of Employee Assistance Programme resources may 
vary based on contract requirements or country regulatory requirements. Coverage exclusions and limitations may apply. 

Optum® is a registered trademark of Optum, Inc. in the U.S. and other jurisdictions. All other brand or product names are trademarks or registered marks or the property of their 
respective owners. Optum is an equal opportunity employer.

© 2021 Optum, Inc. All rights reserved. WF4045877 209975-052021

Consider the timing – and no-meeting days. For international teams that need to work around time zones, 
early-morning or evening meetings can interrupt family or personal time.3 Also, remember that millions of people 
have increased caregiving responsibilities during the pandemic. Flexible schedules have become more important, and 
meetings make them tough.11 Some companies are trying to help employees get the time they need to focus on 
projects by instituting no-meeting days. Companies often choose Wednesdays or Fridays. Google executives have even 
instituted some no-meeting weeks at their company.12

While it’s likely that meetings will always be part of the working day for many people, they 

don’t have to be a waste of time. So the next time an invitation pops up on your calendar, take 

a moment to consider whether it’s necessary. Or, if you’re considering sending one to others, 

ask yourself the same question. And, if the meeting is necessary, think about how you can 

make the best use of everyone’s time.


