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“This Could Have Been an Email”: Working Toward Better Meetings
As we learn from the business world, we want to share that information with our community of educators and business professionals. Recent focus panels, which serve as a space for business professionals to share insights, have highlighted the growing need for intentional and purposeful meetings. The following Action Brief will discuss the current role of meetings in the business world and how they can be better utilized to foster productivity and collaboration.
Meeting Mayhem
The famous management consultant Peter Drucker once said that “meetings are a symptom of bad organization.” It’s a provocative and dramatic claim, but Drucker’s intention was to discourage companies from relying too much on meetings, as they can take time away from actual business operations.
Modern corporate culture seems to have ignored Drucker’s warning altogether.
Across American businesses, the use of meetings has exploded in recent years. Recent studies show that time spent in meetings has tripled since 2020. Depending on the industry, office workers today devote, on average, anywhere from 20% to 40% of their work hours to just planning and attending meetings. For managers and executives, those numbers are even higher, with business leaders averaging over 23 hours a week in meetings.
And as meetings are filling work days, employees are becoming increasingly dissatisfied with them. Surveys show that employees will find a meeting ineffective 72% of the time. More than half of employees will leave a meeting not knowing what the next steps are, and the same number will be unable to even summarize the meeting they just left.  
Our own conversations with business professionals have further validated this trend. Professionals from a recent management and entrepreneurship focus panel lamented the inability of employees and organizations to run consistent and efficient meetings. 
So if most people seem to agree that too many meetings are a problem, why do companies continue to have so many of them? And what exactly are the challenges that come with excessive meetings? 
Meeting Inflation: Causes and Consequences
For starters, meetings are so prevalent today because the modern business world requires built-in time to comprehend its many complexities.
The days of the human-powered assembly line, where workers attach the same gadgets to the same products from nine to five, are mostly gone in America. The U.S. economy is now powered by businesses offering incredibly complex goods and services that require massive flows of information between stakeholders. Meetings provide the collaboration, coordination, negotiation, and problem-solving necessary to make key decisions within this intricate knowledge economy. In other words, we need meetings simply to understand the large and complicated world of business.
It’s also become incredibly easy to schedule meetings. Digital tools like organizational calendars, work platforms (e.g., Microsoft Teams, Slack), and videoconferencing applications (e.g., Zoom, Google Meet) make it convenient to schedule a meeting, especially in the post-COVID work environment where remote work is more popular.
However, as employees’ frustrations with meetings seem to demonstrate, more meetings does not automatically lead to better meetings—or better productivity. Meetings can interrupt or distract from an employee’s workflow, and receiving too much feedback or information via meetings can overwhelm workers and lead to the dreaded “analysis paralysis.” And, of course, every minute spent in a meeting is a minute when actual work isn’t getting done. And as meetings become more frequent, more tedious, and less focused, their opportunity cost increases. 
The ramifications don’t end there. Panelists noted that inefficient meetings yield more inefficient meetings. If employees are not well-versed in optimizing the value of a meeting, it creates a cascading effect where new meetings are planned to compensate for previously unproductive meetings, gumming up the schedules for all involved. 
It’s a cliché, but in this case, it’s a true cliché: Time is money. The consequences of an unhealthy meeting culture are measured in dollars.
So with that in mind, let’s discuss how employees (and organizations overall) can improve their approach to meetings and work towards a more productive vision of workplace communication and collaboration.
Less Is More
Amazon founder Jeff Bezos created the now-famous “two pizza rule” for meetings: If two pizzas can’t feed everyone attending a meeting, then the meeting is too big. 
This is more of a general guideline than a specific prescription (most companies probably don’t have that kind of money in the budget for pizza anyway), but the spirit behind the principle holds true for any organization struggling with meeting overload. Keeping the number of participants as small as possible—so that only employees essential to the topic in question are involved—avoids bloated discussions and unnecessary input.
Keeping the number of meetings as small as possible can be just as effective. In 2023, the e-commerce giant Shopify took this strategy to its extreme by cancelling all meetings for that calendar year. For the company of 10,000 employees, that meant deleting over 12,000 meetings. This freed up 322,000 hours of work, equivalent to the output of 150 new employees! The results were largely positive—productivity and staff morale increased. 


Look at the Time
While business meetings routinely go longer than 60 minutes, most experts say that meetings should last around 30 minutes, if not less. Seeing as meeting attendees typically start losing focus and attentiveness around 10–15 minutes in, keeping meetings as short as possible is prudent.
Furthermore, some experts suggest scheduling more specific time lengths for meetings. For example, rather than the typical 30, 60, or 90 minutes for a meeting, try 23, 39, or 52 minutes. It might seem bizarre, but these irregular intervals encourage more thoughtful time management. Plus, since many digital calendars only block out meeting lengths to the nearest 15 or 30 minutes, the “extra” time allotted (e.g., the 8 minutes after a 52-minute meeting that was blocked for an hour) leaves room for any post-meeting accommodations or clarifications that might be necessary.
Tracking the time within a meeting can also be helpful. Some companies like Google Ventures use an actual timer in their meetings to keep things on schedule. Others go for a more…unusual…approach. In meetings at the software company Atlassian, participants literally squawk rubber chickens when the meeting gets too off-topic or unproductive!
Mind the Details
Entering and exiting a meeting with clear goals and plans of action are essential. Providing a detailed agenda or itinerary to participants beforehand ensures everyone enters the meeting with clear objectives and topics in mind. It also allows the meeting invitees to determine whether they should even be in the meeting and communicate that if necessary (this is another meeting norm that Shopify encouraged after its 2023 meeting purge). 
Reinforcing the meeting’s findings and conclusions ensures that everyone exits the meeting with identifiable and straightforward action items. If people leave the meeting confused—or forget the meeting altogether—then that time has been lost.
Meetings Should Be Meaningful
When it comes to planning, scheduling, and running meetings, there’s an important guiding principle to keep in mind: Bringing someone into a meeting is asking them to commit their time to you, and it’s a request that should not be made lightly.
Many businesses today treat meetings as casually and flippantly as a trip to the water cooler—something with minimal impact that could be arranged at any moment. This cavalier attitude toward meetings leads to organizational frustration and inefficiency. Professionals should approach meetings with the attentiveness and energy that they would apply to any other aspect of their job. If they do, they can transform an unhealthy meeting culture into one that treasures and safeguards corporate communication and works to foster business success and organizational cohesion.


Links for Further Reading: 
· “’This Has to Stop’: JPMorgan CEO Jamie Dimon Outlines How to Run a Successful Meeting”
· “How to Decide if You Need to Call a Meeting”
· “The Creative Meeting: Applying Lessons From Pixar Brain Trust to Improve How We Solve Problems”
· “Research Shows Unproductive Meetings Might Be Ruining Your Day. Here’s How to Fix That”
· 5 Tips for Dealing With Meeting Overload
Discussion Questions:
· What are the characteristics of an unproductive or inefficient meeting? What are the characteristics of a productive or efficient meeting?
· Have you ever found yourself in an unproductive meeting? What was that experience like? How could it have been more productive?
· If remote and hybrid work continues to grow, how might that impact meetings in the future? Do you think it will have a positive or negative overall impact?
· How might artificial intelligence (AI) improve the process of planning and running meetings?
Sources:
· “2023 Work Trend Index: Annual Report”
· “2025 Work Trend Index Annual Report”
· “5 Strategies for Leading Better Meetings”
· “6 Meeting Hacks (and 1 Weird Tip) That Build Trust”
· “Analysis Paralysis”
· “Driven to Distraction: Microsoft Study Reveals Meeting Overload”
· “Excessive Meetings Are A Drain on Your Company: Here’s How to Fix It”
· “Google Ventures’ $25 Secret for Better Meetings”
· “How to Run Effective Meetings”
· “Jeff Bezos’ ‘Two Pizza Rule’ Can Help You Hold More Productive Meetings”
· “Less Fluff, More Stuff: The Science of Productive Meetings”
· “Shopify CFO Explains How Its New Meeting Cost Calculator Works, and How It Will Cut 474,000 Events in 2023: ‘Time Is Money’” 
· “Shopify Deleted 322,000 Hours of Meetings. Should the Rest of Us Be Jealous?”
· “Shopify Exec: This Is What Happened When We Cancelled All Meetings”
· “The True Cost of Meetings, By the Numbers”
· “Time Wasted in Meetings: 36 Meeting Statistics”
· “What Drives the Rise in Remote Work? Preliminary Evidence From Utilization Rates and Wage Trends”
· “What Is the Knowledge Economy?”
· “White-Collar Work Is Now Meetings: What It Means in a Changing World”
· “Why Do Companies Have So Many Meetings?”
· “You Probably Have Too Many Meetings, and Not Enough Are High Quality. Here’s What to Do”
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