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1. Introduction 

It wasn’t in the plan, but we’ve all had to become experts in virtual team engagement. Initially, the 
habits and practices we created seemed like a temporary workaround, but as we enter another 
season of the pandemic, it seems like time to step back and reflect a bit on the ways we are 
engaging and managing virtually and how effective they really are. This paper offers some 
perspectives on what teams need from virtual communication and shares some of the practices that 
teams are finding most effective in maintaining engagement. 

2. First some thought on what makes virtual meetings work? 

Our collective experience has highlighted four key factors in making virtual engagement come alive: 

• Connection - important to connect with people on a human level 
• Humanity – something to recognise that we are working at home 
• Productivity - the feeling that stuff gets done. Short sessions, moving quickly through the 

agenda gives a sense of momentum. 
• Value – highlighting the key value of the meeting is important– staying in touch; checking in 

with each other, sharing information to reach a joint perspective. 
 

3. How do we know meetings are effective? 

In the past, people might have said that meetings are effective if stuff gets done. Pre-pandemic, 
team maintenance was a merely sub-plot in our meetings cycle. We tended to frame meetings 
around topics, tasks or activities. These days, we are asking a lot more of our meetings. The 
meetings calendar now has to stand in for all the tools and techniques organisations had for 
connecting and engaging people. Now, we are more reliant on meetings to provide purpose and 
meaning when people are physically distant from the organisation. For virtual engagement to really 
work, it needs to remind colleagues why they joined the organisation in the first place. To assess 
how effective your virtual meetings cycle is, a good strategic question to ask is: What are the ways 
that colleagues experience our employer brand through virtual engagement? 

4. What does effectiveness look like for team meetings? 

For team leaders, supporting and maintaining the team is front and centre. Keeping the momentum 
and the moral of the team through online meetings is challenging work, but how do you know if its 
effective? When evaluating virtual meetings, it is helpful to think about the three core focuses of the 
team: 

• The role of the team in the organisation – why it exists 
• The work of the team - its key tasks and outputs 
• The individuals in the team - why they come to work 

If the content of your meetings doesn’t reflect these core focuses, then it might be time to re-think 
the engagement experience you are providing for teams online. 

5. How should you assess the effectiveness of your virtual engagement? 

This section offers some thoughts and tips according to the core focuses of any organisational team. 
We’ve added in some tips, in each section, to help you assess and adjust your own team meetings. 
These are based on our own and our clients’ experience: 

Focus 1: The role of the team in the organisation 
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Think about: The agenda – what items reflect the essential purpose of the team? 
 
Tip: Ensure that every meeting has a topic, story or thought leadership piece that reminds 
participants about the purpose and role of the team. 
 
Examples are 

• Customer experience/client story of the week 
• Review of team plan or strategy – use the meeting to create one if you don’t currently 

operate to a formal plan 
• Team Impact slot – a regular slot in the meeting where one person shares a story about 

how the team/ one team member had an impact. 
 
 

 

Focus 2: The work of the team 

 
Think about: The different needs of different cohorts in your organisation. What are their needs? 
How does engagement with the team/manager support them? 
 

 
A Segmented Approach to Team Engagement 
 
Depending on the size and structure of the team, you may need a tailored approach for different 
groups, according to experience level and/or job type.  
 
Junior Colleagues 
Less experienced employees are likely to need more engagement with their manager and/or other 
parts of the organisation. Meetings should provide structure and direction. 
 

Tip: It may be useful to have a virtual clinic – an online session with a more senior manager. This 
might be a ‘No holds barred’ session where less experienced colleagues can ask questions or raise 
general issues for discussion – the kinds of topics that might have been raised more informally 
when everyone was working in the office. 
 

 
Mid-Level Colleagues 
 
For more experienced colleagues, pandemic working has provided opportunities to demonstrate 
potential to the organisation. It is important therefore to ensure that engagement with colleagues at 
this level encourages initiative, ownership of management responsibilities and perhaps most 
importantly, a chance to contribute to the overall direction of the team or organisation. 
 
Managers of more experienced colleagues could look for opportunities to delegate, letting mid level 
colleagues grow in their roles by taking on more responsibilities, including, for example, managing 
team engagement. You may want to assign informal responsibilities to mid-level colleagues for 
checking in with less experienced team members or for networking with other teams in the 
organisation.  A buddy system where mid and junior level colleagues are linked up may help to build 
engagement as well as providing a back channel for you to receive informal feedback about how 
colleagues are feeling. 
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Tip: At mid-level, a mentoring session, delivered by a more senior manager, could be a useful way 
of building engagement, helping colleagues to stay networked and to feel that more senior 
colleagues, other than their line manager, are accessible. 
 

 
 
Senior Colleagues 
While more senior colleagues do not usually require meetings to support them with the execution of 
their roles, it is perhaps at this level, that the ongoing impact of virtual working is most keenly felt. 
The opportunities for day to day information gathering and sense making are very significantly 
reduced. Leaders are challenged to form a collective agenda around which to lead the organisation. 
The focus for the SMT, is likely to be on finding ways to support collaboration and agenda forming. 
 

Tip: Less formal meetings, with opportunities for networking, shooting the breeze and sharing 
insights are likely to be valuable at this level. More formal meetings may wish to focus on strategy 
review, crisis management and scenario planning. 
 

 

Focus 3: The individuals in the team  

While we are not ‘coming to work’, we are all showing up at our screens every day. The ‘monotony’ 
of remote work is something that many people have remarked on. It falls to team leaders and 
managers to manage the meeting dialogue so that it is motivating and stimulating for participants. 
When planning meetings, it is useful to think about what motivates people and how we help 
colleagues to sustain their motivation.  

The chart below details some typical motivators, focusing on ones that might be particularly 
impacted by the restrictions of virtual work experience: 

Typical Motivators that might be particularly missing at the moment might include: 
 

• Impact – the sense of achievement that often sustains many careers. 

• Belonging or engagement – the sense of being part of the team or organisation and 

getting things done with and through others. 

• Social facilitation – the impact that working together has on how we perform and how 

we behave. 

• Purpose – The satisfaction we get from work. The meaning that it brings to our lives 

and the opportunity to express our natural skills and talents in effective ways. 

• Status – Having indications of position or seniority. 

• Agency or power - Having authority or influence, being responsible and playing roles 

that recognise our status. 

• Recognition – receiving praise, feedback and signals to indicate that your talents and 

effort is valued. 
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6. Tips for Virtual Meetings 

The tips in this section are based on what we’ve noticed works across most of the organisations we 
work with. 

In General: 
• Short regular schedules meetings are generally more energising. 
• Develop a regular cycle of meetings. You might consider framing the week, the month or the 

quarter, depending on the nature of the work colleagues are doing and their levels of 
experience. 

• Create some language to describe the meetings – e.g. coffee circle/ Monday Reboot/ Team 
Energiser session, etc 

• Have ground rules: Ideally, these should be developed in consultation with participants.  
Ground rules could relate to timing/ agenda/ contributions -e.g. everyone must make at 
least one constructive contribution. 

• Every so often, do something light-hearted – e.g. kids on the call/ brownie competition/ 
holiday snaps share/ chocolate challenge etc) 

• Maintain informal engagement between meetings 
• Change it up! Make sure your meetings don’t go stale. Change the format, structure and 

content frequently. 
 

Informal engagement between meetings: 

Maintaining as much personalised one to one face time as possible, is really impactful in maintaining 
connection and motivation.  

Some ideas are: 

• Manager to do 1 x 1:1 follow up call to check in on individuals on the team. (a quick call – 
How did you find the meeting? How are you doing? etc) 

• Think about a buddy system – e.g. each colleague to be teamed up with someone else. 
Commitment to have one check in call together each week. 

• Mentoring may also be effective – longer serving colleagues to mentor up and coming 
colleagues who would welcome it. 

Make It feel personal: 

• Ask: How are you? Listen with interest to the response! 
• Focus on activities and questions that engage 
• Consult about the meeting process 

- Timing 
- Length 
- Priorities 

• Celebrate progress, momentum and the team – not just success. 
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7. Design Principles for meetings 

Think about: Who is in your team? What’s the nature of their work? What are typical energisers or 
motivators for this population? What’s missing now? 

What adaptations can you make to reflect the needs of the team in relation to: 
• The style of meetings – formal/ informal 
• The balance of contributions – What proportion is ‘tell’ from manager? What proportion is 

devoted to gathering insights from team colleagues? 
• Topics and themes that facilitate collaboration – What are democratic topics – where 

everyone can express a perspective or contribute to a solution? 
• Organisational values - Ways to express or display them in a virtual world or in a world 

where colleagues are working in restricted teams. 
 

 

8. Sample Meeting Formats 

In this section, two quite different virtual meeting formats are explored. You may find it useful to 
consider these different approaches, as you work out what is likely to be most effective for your 
team or organisation. 

Huddles  

A huddle is a very effective way to foster peer to peer discussion. It is a very useful communication 
and coordination tool that aims to support self-managing staff. Huddles are short, structured 
meetings – typically 15 minutes.  Short (5-10 minute) virtual huddles have become part of daily life 
for many teams since Lockdown. Organisations use them to set up the working day for colleagues, 
getting people into the work frame of mind. Motivating and energising teams with a short set up 
meetings. A weekly huddle could be a longer session, where team members review the week and re-
set for the week ahead. 

Huddle meetings are all about action. The role is to ensure the smooth flow of activity.  Attendees 
should leave the session with a clear understanding of what the next priorities are; what success 
looks like and what the plan is for resolving potential problems. 

Huddle tips: 

• Keep to time  
• Keep it short 
• Take any issues that arise offline 
• Peers do the talking – appoint someone on the team to run the session or rotate the 

coordinating role 
• Manager listens. Ask open questions to help the team resolve issues. 
• Have a set structure:  
o Start by sharing the current situation.  
o Refer to metrics/ KPIs/success measures.  
o Identify the roadblocks or issues.  
o Summarise next actions. 
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Weekly Check-in Meeting 

A weekly check in meeting might work for a team of professionals or managers, where colleagues 
are more self-sufficient or where the nature of their work is more independent as opposed to inter-
dependent. 

Weekly Check in - Sample Format: 

• Position the meeting as a time for the team to check in with each other and for the manager 
to identify any issues and set up the team for performance. 

• Schedule meetings for 2 different time slots during the week with the aim of ensuring 
engagement at least once a week with team members on different shifts. 

• Think about a guideline that team members should attend at least 1 x meeting per week. 

Agenda 

1. Warm up – ask individuals to share something (Something that went well last week/ a 
challenge they face this week.  Start with a recognition slot – e.g. Hero Colleague – 
opportunity for team members to highlight something a colleague has done/ achieved. 

2. Cascade – Manager to share 2-3 pieces of information with the team: 
• Priorities for this week – how will we know it’s been a successful week? 
• Feedback on events/ performance/ KPIs etc from the previous week.  
• Manager could use this slot to do a values check in – What are ways we lived our 

values last week? 
• May also include updates on activities, plans or projects coming up / Personal news 

– e.g. leaver/ new starts/ personal events, etc. 
• News about training – what is planned/ why we are doing it/ why team members 

must attend/ expected outcomes 
• Debrief on events/ activities/ training held last week – what stands out to team 

members about that activity or event? 
• What insights can we take forward? 

 
3. Team Forum – team members to raise topics here that would benefit the team perspective: 

• For example, what is our approach to…. 
• How are others dealing with…? 

Invite/ encourage colleagues to raise issues in advance – by emailing manager. Manager 
to select suitable/ appropriate topics. 

Manage may need to manage this by asking colleagues to raise topics s/he sees as useful 
for the team to discuss.  

Examples for this slot might include 

• Performance management 
• Event management 
• Designing processes and procedures that support us 
• Event debriefs 
• Team maintenance – how do we maintain our team while working virtually? 
• Managing in a pandemic – what does it mean for us? 
• Virtual leadership behaviours – what are they? 
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• Communication – how to improve 
• Motivation – maintaining 
• Preparing for return to work 

 
4. Meeting Wrap Up:  

• Manager to invite (and support) one colleague to summarise the key takeaways 
/actions from the meeting. 

• Manager to follow up with email summarising these takeaways. Try to keep it action 
oriented. 

• Finish meeting with something fun -e.g. 
i. Joke of the week 

ii. Mindful minute 
iii. Desk stretch of the week 
iv. Recipe of the week 
v. TV highlight of the week 

vi. Something I’m looking forward to next week. 
 
 

9. Concluding thoughts 

Building and maintaining engagement is always challenging. This unexpected era of virtual 
engagement has heightened our awareness of the challenges faced by managers in motivating team 
members and in creating a team culture that facilitates performance and a sense of belonging. 
Undoubtedly, this will remain one of the key challenges for organisations of all sizes and cultures. It 
is a complex topic that merits ongoing attention. 

 


