Getting senior teams to perform optimally and have difficult
conversations remotely

About Aston Fisher
Executive talent is the lifeblood of any business; setting strategy, motivating teams, delivering growth
and driving change. So hiring the best, whether permanent or interim, in a timely fashion can set
your business apart.
Aston Fisher understands this and applies its extensive resourcing experience in an agile and
collaborative manner to identify the very best candidates with the right skills, experience and
chemistry for its clients.

Contents:
1.

Breakout rooms

6.

Cutting down meetings

2.

Facilitators

7.

Picking up the phone

3.

Red, yellow, and green flags

8.

Being prepared

4.

Improved use of tools

9.

Virtual whiteboards

5.

Virtual beers

10.

Getting back to the office

We are a driven, highly collaborative team, passionate about what we do. We pride ourselves on
being genuine partners to clients and candidates, pro-actively delivering outstanding results, over
and above expectations every time.

1. Breakout rooms

2. Facilitators

Breakout rooms in online meetings can be useful if some people present are more introverted or less
dominant, and communicate better in smaller groups, but have great ideas. You can send small groups to
breakout rooms to generate ideas and then come back in and have a spokesperson report to the main
meeting.

While video communication works fine to pass information and deal with routine issues, longer and more
involved meetings can descend into conflict and lead to serious breakdowns of trust. One HR director we
spoke to had seen a high-level video conference end with F-words flying and senior leaders slamming the
phone down on each other.

This can be useful in training scenarios as well as in meetings. However, it does take planning and
facilitation – you have to prepare your agenda and game plan around those types of interventions, and you
also need to ensure you know your way around the technology first.

While time together in person might resolve these issues, it's much harder on Zoom, where people can't
read each other's feelings or tell whether something has landed. There’s more scope for misinterpretation,
and people can come across as less sensitive because of distractions at home. The expectation is often on
the HR director to act as facilitator, but not being able to see body language, eye contact, or when people
might be wanting to say something makes it difficult for someone close to the situation to mediate between
angry leaders without getting caught in the middle.

Another useful application of breakout rooms is to control people’s propensity to have side conversations or
text each other during the main meeting (which, of course, can also be an issue in in-person meetings).
Having a time and space designated for people to have side conversations can lead to very productive
meetings.

This is where a facilitator comes in. Their role is not just about facilitating events, but also about unpicking
challenging team dynamics. They can control the meeting well and make sure everyone has a voice.
While you have the option of training someone in-house as a facilitator, it’s worth hiring a professional
facilitator if relationships are breaking down, as someone who's not involved can mediate between angry
leaders without getting stuck in the middle. Make sure you choose the right person who understands how to
be successful at this in a virtual environment.
Facilitators can also help with problems at the other end of the conflict scale. Virtual meetings can be dead
zones, devoid of the healthy debate that happens in face-to-face meetings. Video conferencing may just be
exacerbating underlying issues that were there already, but in the old world it was possible to call out those
issues: “I can see you won’t agree with that, but…” In the new world, more goes unsaid, productive dialogue
is less likely to happen, and introverts feel less able to speak up. For everyone who's willing to swear on a
video call, there are probably ten people who'll just mute the video, turn the camera off and kick the cat.
In other words, online meetings tend to polarise people. Dominant personalities will dominate, while others
will shrink away. A facilitator can stop this turning into a vicious circle, ensuring that what needs to be said is
said without anyone feeling personally attacked.

3.Red, yellow, and green flags

4. Improved use of tools

A flag system can be useful to manage serious disagreements. If someone objects to an idea, is this a red
flag or a yellow flag? “Red flag” equates to “over my dead body”. In other words, if the rest of the team signs
up for this course of action, you refuse to remain on the team (which could mean resigning from your job in
some contexts, although in more agile environments it would simply mean a move to a different team.)

Microsoft Teams has been doing its bit to act as a facilitator, with the "raising the hand" feature seeing
plenty of use from people who otherwise struggle to get a word in. This feature also avoids people being
called on to say something when they don’t have anything to say, which, according to one HR director. tends
to leave them horror-struck.

“Yellow flag means it’s incumbent on the person who’s objecting to explain their objection; other people
then need to question that and ask what’s needed for you to move from a yellow flag to a green flag, so you
can get behind the idea and take ownership along with everyone else.

The gallery view in Teams has also expanded, allowing you to see many more faces on screen.
The text chat facility available on Teams, Zoom and other platforms works well when there are big numbers
and can help more introverted people be heard. In large-scale company update meetings, most people can
be muted, saving bandwidth, but allowed to ask questions in chat, which someone can be delegated to
monitor and relay to the appropriate exec for answering. People can also email questions in advance. This is
helpful for people who wouldn’t speak up with a microphone.
Companies have also been creating their own improved protocols for online interactions. Having cameras
on has become an important marker of engagement in meetings, with people who habitually went
camera-less before the pandemic now obeying the unwritten rule and showing their faces. This doesn't
solve the fact that they can't get in the same room and read each other's body language – but use of tools is
continuing to improve.

5. Virtual beers

6. Cutting down meetings

While virtual beers could be problematic for team members in different time zones, it's always drinking time
somewhere in the world. If tensions are running high in a team and time zones allow, consider inviting them
all to crack open a beer together on a VC and put a ban on talking about work for the duration, letting them
connect with each other as people.

Many senior leaders are on calls 7-8 hours a day and are getting exhausted by the end of the day, so if there’s
a difficult conversation or one that needs more thought and care, they’re not necessarily in a place for it late
in the day. This means it’s important to choose the right time and recognise when you’ve got the energy and
patience for those discussions.

This can work very well, but it's best to introduce something like a game or quiz to give the event some
focus, rather than just expecting everyone to socialise. This kind of bonding activity can't be forced but has
to be as natural as possible.

The time walking from one meeting to another, as well as the time spent commuting to and from work, used
to provide valuable decompression and thinking time, which has now been lost. You can replace that time
by adding a break in two-hour meetings and reducing hour or half-hour meetings to something a bit shorter.
One trick suggested by time management experts is to use odd numbers of minutes like 56 or 28. It starts a
conversation and encourages people to stick to the time.
Another option is to have one meeting-free day a week, giving everyone a chance to catch up or go and be
with people on site. Or use Microsoft’s Focus Time feature, whereby an AI looks at your whole diary for the
future, and at the beginning of the week it blocks out an hour, two hours, or whatever you specify. You can
set it from anywhere from 30 minutes to 2 hours a day.
It’s also worth being aware that all-day meetings are going to be too painful online, so if you have a regular
monthly or quarterly all-day meeting, break it down into chunks of 2 hours and spread them out.

7. Picking up the phone

8. Being prepared

Video calls makes it harder to concentrate but easier to hide. It can be easier to be 100% present and
actively listen on a phone call. When you’re looking at faces, your brain is in overdrive, so a conference,
where you are actively listening call can be easier. Additionally, communications on phone calls can be
more to the point – seeing faces leads to wanting to talk about all the niceties before getting down to
business which after 7 hours can become draining.

Another way to to reduce video conference fatigue and increase the productivity of meetings is to circulate
presentations in advance. It takes pressure off people if they’ve read the material before discussion.
Otherwise, people are expected to make decisions on brand new info, turning meetings into a
comprehension test. Look at the purpose of the meeting, and if it’s something that requires a decision or
more focused outcome, it should be specified that material has to be read in advance.

While video conferencing can be best for involved discussions, people are used to having conference calls
that are very transactional, so you can get on, get done and move on to the next thing.

Since meetings have moved online, there’s often no agenda and no distinction between simple catch-up
meetings and important decision-making, and therefore no discernment about whether meetings really
need to happen. Meetings need a defined purpose and outcome.
Set a list of objectives, an agenda, and timings for each part (which can and probably will get shot to pieces).
At one company, all exec meetings are now run through OneNote, with a tab for each meeting where the
agenda and reports have to be placed at least 24 hours before each meeting. Minutes are also placed there
after the meeting, and the tab is kept as a record that everyone can dip into and out of to record
information.

9. Virtual whiteboards

10. Getting back to the office

Miro Board, a free virtual whiteboard, can be used to put meeting materials where everyone can see. All
participants can drag and drop post-it notes onto it and see others using it at the same time. Someone
needs to own it in terms of the original content, but during and even after the meeting anyone can use it,
and participants get notifications when someone uses it after the meeting.

The simplest way to overcome many of these struggles is to bring people face to face again. While socially
distanced meetings may bring their own awkwardness, before announcements in September, many
companies were encouraging their people to head back to the workplace, perhaps on a rota system to make
room for social distancing. One HR director we spoke to had brought in a new manager to energise their
office back in 2019, only to find the newcomer's team-bonding efforts rapidly faltered by COVID.

While it can be a learning curve to get used to the tech, a virtual whiteboard is very useful as a place to
collate information, even if you’re also using OneNote.

However, despite the use of masks, hand sanitisers, and temperature checks, COVID looks set to stymie a
few more efforts before it's over. One manager reported that 22% of cases in his company had been in the
last week, mostly in the US. On the upside, another mentioned that contacts in the pharmaceutical industry
were confident that a vaccine would soon be ready, which could smooth the path back to work for many of
us. Let’s hope so!
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