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“I wish I could go to more meetings,” 
said no one, ever. 

A recent estimate suggests that employees endure a 
staggering 55 million meetings a day in the United 
States. Most leaders view poor meetings as an 
inevitable cost of doing business. The actual cost of 

meetings is estimated to be $36 billion annually.
Given that financial liability, it’s remarkable to learn that over 
70% of managers have never been trained on how to lead a 
meeting. And employees say meetings are the number-one 
time-waster at work. 

You may be the problem.
One survey found that while 79% managers said that 
meetings they initiated were very productive, only 56% said 
the same about meetings initiated by others. This blindspot 
is where meeting problems start. 

As meeting leader, you’re air traffic 
controller & host. 
People often experience meetings as interruptions, taking 
them away from their “real work.” But they’re more amenable 
if they see the meeting as effective. You can improve meeting 
effectiveness by following these rules:
•  Express gratitude for attendees’ time.
•  State the rules of engagement. (For example, “Keep your 

comments succinct.”)
•  Craft a purposeful opening statement.
•  Assign roles for participants.
•  Provide snacks.

Is this meeting necessary?
Before holding a meeting, answer: 
•  Why are we meeting? 
•  What are the goals? 
If you can’t answer these questions, cancel the meeting – or 
postpone it till you’ve found the answers.

The	Surprising	Science	
of	Meetings

Studies reveal new, more effective ways to design meetings.

By Steven G. Rogelberg

Consider Parkinson’s Law, the 48-minute 
meeting, and “the huddle.”
Parkinson’s Law says that “work expands to fill the time 
available for its completion.” Reasonable time pressure (i.e., 
making meetings shorter) encourages better thinking. When 
you schedule a meeting for one hour, it’s likely to last at least 
60 minutes. It’s better to tell people it will be a “48-minute 
meeting” or something else that’s not an hour.
Hold regular “team huddles” where your team meets 
informally. Hold these huddles somewhere other than a 
meeting room.
Standing meetings are likely to deliver better, quicker 
results than sitting ones.

Keep it small.
Amazon uses the “two-pizza rule” for calculating attendees: 
If you need more than two pizzas to feed everyone, the 
meeting is too large. As meeting size increases, so does 
dysfunction.
Limit attendance to just the essential stakeholders. You 
can ask those outside the meeting for their input before 
the meeting as well as providing minutes afterwards – a 
technique that keeps non-attendees in the loop while letting 
them do their work (which studies show they prefer anyway). 

Use silence to prevent groupthink.
Research shows that “brainwriting” – having individuals 
quietly reflect and write down their ideas before sharing 
them out loud – yields more creative thinking than 
brainstorming does.

Remote meetings are unavoidable, but 
they can be made better. 
When people feel like they can blend into the background, 
they can fall subject to social loafing – a human tendency to 

“This blindspot is where 
meeting problems start.”
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reduce effort when working in a collective. Set these ground 
rules to promote engagement in remote meetings: 
•  Ban mute buttons when reasonable so that individuals 

will choose to meet in a quiet place.
•  Ask remote participants to identify themselves before 

speaking.
•  Use video conference when possible.

What’s the agenda?
Studies show that having an agenda in and of itself is a minor 
predictor of attendees’ perceptions of meeting effectiveness. 
Make it an effective agenda by doing the following:
Plan the meeting thoughtfully, as you would an event: Be 
intentional. 
Put the most pressing issues at the beginning.
Conduct a “pre-mortem” to imagine meeting challenges 
ahead of time. 
Reach out to attendees before the meeting to ask for agenda 
items, and assign ownership among attendees. Doing so will 
increase engagement and a sense of purpose.
Give the gift of time to attendees. Estimate your meeting 
time in advance but if the meeting is done early, it’s done. 
Don’t fill the time just because it’s allotted on your calendar. 

Steven G. Rogelberg, Ph.D., is the author of  The Surprising 
Science of Meetings: How You Can Lead Your Team to 
Peak Performance (Oxford University Press, global.oup.
com), which is drawn from extensive studies, analytics, 
and survey interviews. The book’s Tools section includes 
everything you need to put meeting science into practice, 
including sample online surveys, meeting checklists, 
agenda templates, and style guidelines.

“Over 70% of managers 
haven’t been trained on how to 

lead a meeting.”
More on Meetings, Menus, & 
Managing Your Time
For more details on the concepts presented here, explore 
these articles at NonprofitWorld.org:

Powerful New Communication Tool for Your Meetings: 
Engaging Both Sides of Your Brain (Vol. 26, No. 3)

When It Comes to Time Management, It’s All about 
Energy (Vol. 36, No. 4)

The Ben Franklin Program for Focusing on What’s 
Important (Vol. 29, No. 1)

Serve This, Not That: Beware the Consequences of 
Serving the Wrong Thing (Vol. 38, No. 1)

Twelve Ways to Liven Up Your Board Meetings – And 
Your Board (Vol. 36, No. 3)

How to Run the Perfect Board Meeting (Vol. 36, No. 4)

Five Meeting Science Musts
1. Start with a steward mindset. 
2. Include the smallest number of people possible.
3. Schedule for the shortest time reasonable, given 
goals. Don’t just default to one hour. 
4. Be unconventional at times.
5. As a leader, evaluate your meetings periodically.
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