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Summary
The COVID-19 crisis has highlighted the issues surrounding how 
people collaborate at a distance. Best practices can help remote 
teams improve how they work, and help corporations and 
universities better engage with their audiences.

Why is a digital learning company talking about teams 
and collaboration? Peter Senge, in his seminal book The 
Fifth Discipline, describes the highest-order evolution of an 
organization as one that has learning embedded in daily 
practice. We find that in our discussions with corporations 
and universities, the conversations frequently converge 
between learning, on the one hand, and improving corporate 
effectiveness, on the other. Learning and work barriers are 
breaking down and people are looking at new models that merge 
professional development and effective work practices, toward 
greater success.1

Particularly given the accelerating pace of technological change 
and digital transformation in the Fourth Industrial Revolution, 
organizations need to acquire new knowledge continuously, 
and the best way to learn is in collaborative teams.2 Further, 
as universities have undergone a traumatic shift to 100% 
digital instruction in a matter of weeks, understanding how to 
effectively engage students in teams becomes of paramount 
importance to the educational experience. It should be noted 
that achieving successful teams collaboration while shifting to 
virtual modalities requires patience and repetition; as teams 
gain more experience, feedback and reflection are important to 
successful implementation of new practices.3 

There are multiple opportunities to engage through digital 
media that can be functionally equivalent to, or even improve 
upon, in-person convenings. This paper explores:

1. Best formats for engagement on the spectrum of meeting  
 sizes from 1:1 calls and large scale passive webinars

3. Recent changes on collaborative work due to COVID-19

2. Insight on benefits and rules for digital  
 engagement with executives over physical
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Video
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Roles for each 
Participant
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Check-ins 
 / breaks

Duration

Recommendations for Action
I. Best formats for engagement on the spectrum of meeting  
 sizes from 1:1 calls and large scale passive webinars

Overview of Format Elements by Meeting Size

* email is generally a medium with the lowest effectiveness in stimulating action.

One on One

2
Participants

30 min

Large Group

8–20
Participants

15–45 min

Team / Tutorial

3–7
Participants

30–120 min

Convening

21+
Participants

30–180 min
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Number of participants: 2 
(One-on-One meetings)

Format recommendations:

• Video—with the video turned on and only muted 
if you have to sneeze/cough or there’s noise in 
the background; when you’re less familiar with 
the other person or when the meeting has more 
formality

• Phone—when you’re more familiar

• Text messages—when you are very comfortable

• Email—use sparingly and only when you need a 
record, or are sharing documents, etc.; email is not 
really for communication as it is for coordination 
and documentation

This sequence has decreasing fidelity and requires 
the other party to fill in a lot of other details they 
have about you, especially text messaging where an 
enormous amount of context is assumed and email 
where the response lag is long AND context/tone is 
largely missing.

Why? 

1-1s don’t have a lot of cognitive load and should 
really feel insubstantially different than a phone 
call or in-person meeting with that same person. 
If it was comfortable (or awkward) before, the 
only difference is that you’ll lose some of the body 
language signaling, and you’ll want to pay closer 
attention to long periods of silence by the other 
party (which signals disinterest), and be extra 
respectful in terms of pausing (2 count) between 
turns. 

However, remember that people are really 
distracted by their environment—especially now—
so you should keep these meetings short (30 mins 
max) and stop them if the other party isn’t engaged. 
You typically get about 75% of a single other 
person’s attention in an online meeting—not 100%. 
Digital distractions have come to define our current 
era of work.4 
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Number of participants: 3–7 
(Team / Tutorial meetings)

Format recommendation:

• Video—with the video turned on; muted as needed, especially to help with noise clutter in multiparty calls

• Phone—on the low end of this number (3–4 people), a phone call can still be effective, especially if the 
parties are familiar

• Timers—even if you’re the only one doing it, using a timer during a multiparty call will help you develop 
the discipline of not speaking too much all at once; you can enable this by having your phone next to you 
and hitting the timer button every time you talk. Automated systems such as the Riff Platform take care of 
helping manage turn-taking without you needing to manually use a timer.

• Moderator—consider designating a moderator for every meeting of 5 or more people; their job is to make 
sure that nobody grandstands and that quieter voices are heard

• Roles—consider giving people different roles for the meeting, especially if it’s a recurring meeting and you’ll 
be practicing a lot. Roles include, moderator (as noted), note-taker, devil’s advocate, etc. Inc.com published a 
relevant article outlining 8 role types, that might be helpful: https://www.inc.com/jelise-keith/8-meeting-roles-
to-assign-to-your-team-to-inspire-more-productive-meetings.html

This doesn’t have to be as hokey as it sounds. With roles, people get an opportunity to engage differently by 
using a different part of their brain.

Why? 

When you add people to a video meeting, in person or online, remember that each person’s cognitive load 
increases increasingly. So, in a 1-1, you have most of the other person’s attention (75%); when you add 
a person, divide that in half and then reduce for switching, meaning that you get about 30-35% of their 
attention; when you another person, likewise… the environment distracts and the divided attention creates 
load. This phenomenon, though little studied, is most closely related to two social-psychological phenomena:

1. Reciprocal cooperation, in which people perceive there to be more benefit in cooperating than  
 competing in the presence of another person; when more people are in the mix, reciprocal  
 cooperation decreases dramatically and people tend to fend for themselves.5 

2. the bystander effect, in which the presence of more people actually impedes people from taking action,  
 and causes people to standby (rather than helping, say, in an emergency or when people are fighting).6 

Multitasking is also a huge issue, impacting meetings even more than divided attention. In one study, 
researchers found: “Almost two-thirds of the people we asked admitted to sometimes, often, or always 
engaging in multitasking during face-to-face meetings. That increased to 100% in meetings conducted over 
teleconferences.”7 

Feedback is also important. When people are given the opportunity to get information about how the meeting 
is going—whether as presenters or participants—research has shown that attention and engagement are 
increased.8 

Finally, remember that meetings with minimal expectations of participants, in which tasks are simplistic or 
pedantic, or where goals can (and probably should) be accomplished without needing multiple others to 
participate, won’t engage participants. The task matters. Collaborative cognitive load theory tells us that 
“learning in a team is more effective than individual learning if the complexity of the to-be-learned material 
is so high that it exceeds the limits of each individual learner’s working memory.”9 Working in teams is no 
different; people should meet to work together when task complexity is relatively high.
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Number of participants: 8-20  
(Large group meetings)

Format recommendation:

• Video presenter/video-audio listeners—with large groups, it’s unlikely that people will have much of an 
opportunity to contribute to a dialog; so the presumption is that there is some kind of presentation of 
information and a chance to ask questions; in that case, people can save bandwidth by turning off video 
and audio while the presenter is presenting; but people should turn on video and audio when they ask a 
question, so everyone can see them, including the presenter

• Shorter meetings—attention to video presentations is VERY short; larger group meetings with a 
presentation focus should be shorter than Team / Tutorial meetings where people are working 
collaboratively to get work done

• Check-ins and breaks—attention to video presentations tends to wander VERY quickly; if there’s a large 
amount of content to cover and need to have a longer meeting, the presenter should break every 5-10 
mins and ask people specific questions—not just “Does anyone have any questions or comments?” (This is 
a little like asking a kid how their day was at school… you’re going to get nothing) You can even just have 
a 1-min stand up, stretch break in the middle of a longer meeting—no agenda. Just ask everyone to stand 
up, take a stretch and give themselves a quick break; bathroom breaks are different and should happen, 
too, but have less to do with attention than biology

• Breakouts—with bigger groups (over 12) for longer meetings (seminars, workshops, etc), it will be 
beneficial to use breakout rooms to have smaller discussions of 3- to 5-person groups, either structured 
or unstructured to help people stay connected to the topics of the meeting

• Moderator—consider designating a moderator for the Q&A portion

Why? 

It’s hard enough to get people to pay attention in an in-person meeting, especially if they have phones and 
laptops; video meetings are worse. Even a small amount of structure for these meetings causes two things 
to happen: 1) people have a meaningful way to make a contribution, and 2) there’s a feedback loop of 
positive reinforcement for the purpose and priority of the meeting over other distractions.
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Number of participants: 20+  
(Convening)

Format recommendation:

• Video presenter/video-audio listeners—with convenings, it’s unlikely that people will have much of an 
opportunity to contribute to a dialog; so the presumption is that there is some kind of presentation of 
information and a chance to ask questions; in that case, people can save bandwidth by turning off their 
personal video and audio while the presenter is presenting; but people should turn on their video and 
audio when they ask a question, so everyone can see them, including the presenter

• Pulse polls—pulse polls can be pushed to people at any time during the meeting, just to get people paying 
enough attention to be able to answer simple questions; I’ve seen some people gamify these polls, with 
leader boards across the company on how well people paid attention, but ALSO what presenters most 
engaged their audience

• Moderator—consider designating a moderator for the Q&A part

Other considerations around online learning, specifically:

• If you are running open courses—i.e. any number of people can enroll in self-paced experiences—then 
people should be put into timed cohorts of 100 people or less and given a forum, community site or other 
virtual place to engage with each other, usually structured but unstructured can work well after the first 
couple of weeks of engagement with the materials.

• Below the level of the cohort, place people in working/learning groups and give them structured activities 
related to the work of the course (if not explicitly required for completing the course).

• Consider having a set of recommended due dates, but with flexibility, so people can get on a schedule of 
desired completion and can be rewarded (badge or supervisor recognition) for completing the course “on 
time”, but aren’t penalized for completing at their own pace.

• Facilitation: Have regularly scheduled live open digital sessions on topics of the courses, run by instructors 
(if you can get them), TAs/coaches (if you can get them), or former learners from that course (if you can 
get them), or just a moderator to run the session.

• Have regularly scheduled live group work sessions around structured course activities; let people sign up 
for them in Team / Tutorial (5–6 people) and provide a way for output from the group to be captured or 
submitted (if for assessment purposes).

• Have weekly themes for your learners and invite people to contribute news articles or personal stories in 
an open forum for that cohort or in their smaller working groups.

• Consider introducing co-curricular (not required, or required but only graded pass/fail), meaningful 
activities that engage learners, such as hack-a-thons or pitch competitions or peer critiques. These can 
all be done online and often benefit from digital engagement, such as people leveraging video recordings 
that get distributed ahead of time or getting polls and surveys delivered in real-time during presentations.

06 | NOTES ON DIGITAL ENGAGEMENT



II. Current insight on benefits and rules for digital engagement  
 with executives over physical
For digital engagements, you have several benefits over physical. People are also stuck at home and 
desperate for content, so we saw a 10 X to 20 X increase in the number of webinar participants, for 
example, in a major business school. Benefits include:

• Traceability of which content is consumed.

• Ability to mass customize an offering, so that people can determine which content is interesting to them 
and consume it in the order that they want to (think of breaking up your event into tracks & modules, 
participants can cherry pick the best of each for their particular desires).

• Access and feature thought leaders from globally dispersed sources (eg, our fintech classes had over 50 
high quality guest speakers) without the expense and coordination of flying them into a single venue.

• Ability to add interactive features so that you can quickly conduct polls or crowdsource knowledge.

• Ability to shape Team / Tutorial interactions with AI feedback loops so that people can get meaningful 
collaboration out of a synchronous, short duration event (eg, www.RiffPlatform.com).

Rules of Engagement: 

• You need to make sure that you have an up-to-date privacy policy and consent if you intend to gather or 
use information about how to engage with the platform and which content they engage with. 

• You are also subject to national privacy laws such as GDPR and UK Privacy Act, and may need to comply 
with additional local laws such as California Consumer Privacy Act. Note that the GDPR even applies to 
European citizens who are traveling in other countries, so operating solely in one country outside of the 
EU does not necessarily prevent you from being required to comply with its provisions.

• If you are an educational institution, additional rules regarding student information may apply to your 
offerings.

• Certain countries (particularly USA) have laws governing dissemination of information about certain 
technologies, such as encryption, except for certain exceptions. You need a “compliance wash” on your 
content.

• Attention spans are much shorter so you need to break your content up into very digestible 2 to 3 minute 
chunks and organize them in a logical information format

• Some people have bandwidth constraints, when you go to a globally distributed audience, so it is worth 
making sure that you have alternate presentation mechanisms like audio only, or text only which candy 
transcripts of videos or audio.

• This also may help you with compliance with national disability laws. For example, in the United 
States, the Americans with Disability Act (ADA) requires that you have transcripts of all videos if 
you’re doing educational material (and possibly other types of material). In the UK, it’s the Equality 
Act 2010 that provides similar protections. Each jurisdiction you operate in will have specific laws 
that should be consulted.

• Grace notes: 

• Accessibility requirements are standard for university and government contracts and most 
responsible digital companies self-report their accessibility compliance in what’s known as a VPAT. 
The current standard for digital materials is the W3C’s WCAG 2.0 AA

• Nearly 10% of men of European descent have red green colorblindness, so when picking your visual 
design you need to account for that.10
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For help in tuning up brilliant digital engagements, contact:

Beth Porter beth@esmelearning.com 
David Shrier david@esmelearning.com

Esme Learning Solutions is a partner in building transformational experiences through advanced digital engagements, enabled  
by AI systems, and managed by technology veterans from edX, Pearson, GE, Ernst & Young, Goldman Sachs, and other leading 
corporations. Learn more at www.EsmeLearning.com.

III. Recent changes due to COVID-19
• While some conferences are being deferred until they can be held in person, others are being converted 

to digital at a rapid pace.

• Some organizers adopting more of a television network approach, others are creating 3D virtual 
environments (see HubCulture.city).

• Marketing mixes are changing dramatically and social is accelerating as a mechanism to engage with 
audiences, including business audiences.

• Some infrastructure is being constrained (reported call dropouts due to server overloads for several major 
videocon and hosting services), while other platforms (e.g. Zoom) have been able to successfully scale up 
to meet surge demand.
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