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Introduction
This document provides best practices for virtual meetings and seminars in the event that they are
necessary. We often need to employ video conferencing for our seminars, one-on-one and group
meetings, or for other unforeseen circumstances. This type of meeting is likely new to most of you,
and the purpose of this document is to make them run as smoothly and professionally as possible.
Keep in mind that almost all of the points below apply across video conferencing applications—
whether it is BlueJeans, GoToMeeting, Webex, Zoom, etc. In general, some of the same points
will apply to free services such as Google Duo, Apple FaceTime, Skype, etc., but the options on
those platforms are typically more limited. You can think of these types of applications as aimed at
enterprise solutions versus ordinary consumer use. There is also a distinction between multipurpose
collaboration applications such as Microsoft Teams and Slack, which are chat and collaboration first,
with video conferencing serving a secondary function.
It is now very common to experience virtual meetings in private industry, and increasingly firstround job interviews are being conducted remotely. We are also seeing an increased use in the
university setting. This means that it is an important part of professional development to become
competent in participating in remote meetings, regardless of whether it is for a course or another
activity. You are best served to learn now how the process works given the large scale of importance
of many meetings. For my classes and students, I will expect anyone to have read this document
before requesting assistance.

How Does This Work?
In general, video conferencing applications allow remote users to connect with other users or to a
centralized meeting location where others are meeting in-person. Most applications include video
support via webcam (e.g., built-in, external, or industrial), computer, and/or phone-based audio. If
you are in a meeting room and are not in charge of the meeting, then you can simply participate in
person. If you are joining the meeting remotely, then you need to have your computer, phone, and
meeting space all prepared.

Getting Started
Most meetings are initiated with a URL that takes you to an associated website with the aim of
downloading a local copy of the software. If you click the link and give the software permission to
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run, then most of the time you are prepared. Once it launches, you will likely want to identify and
select the “mute” and “video” buttons so you can have those options off until the meeting begins.
If your connection is unstable or slow, then you can opt to join with your phone (this varies by
application and meeting host) using a phone number with the associated meeting ID.
If the URL is supplied in advance, then you typically have the option of downloading a free copy of
the software from the provider’s website (e.g., Zoom). The upside of this approach is that you can
ensure that the software will run on your machine, and you can better familiarize yourself with the
various options. In any case, once the meeting starts troubleshooting becomes much more costly,
and downright embarrassing, depending on the situation.
This should be one of many opportunities in your career as a student (and beyond) for you to become
better acquainted with how your computer works. For example, you should know exactly where the
input/output audio/video settings are in your operating system. You should also know any keyboard
shortcuts for volume controls, preferences, and anything else potentially related to operating quickly
in the moment. Be familiar with how to respond to the versions of your operating system and any
given application. This allows you to more easily troubleshoot issues as they arise.

Setting Up Your Meeting Space
If you are joining the meeting remotely, you will still need your own meeting space. The best spaces
are quiet rooms with good acoustics (when possible). You should avoid settings with personal items
in the background, and always remember that others can see anything in your immediate area. It
is also best to avoid loud places with other people talking or otherwise making any noise. This is
disruptive to the entire meeting, and it almost always reflects poorly on the individual causing the
disruption.

During the Meeting
The following points are a list of best practices to follow while in or planning a virtual meeting:
• Dress for the meeting as if it was in person. If you have a job interview, dress formally. If it
is a class, dress as you would for the class. If you do not normally wear pajamas to class, it is
best to stick to the norm.
• Position your camera so you are looking straight ahead. It appears unprofessional when
people are looking down or up into the camera. If you are using a laptop I find that stacking
books is an adequate solution.
• Look at the camera and not the screen when you are talking. In some cases this is accomplished very easily since the camera is attached to the screen. However, in large meeting
rooms the camera(s) may be in a different location than the screen. You should understand
the mechanics of the meeting before it begins so you can participate in a way that maximizes
your contribution.
• If there are others within earshot of the meeting, wear headphones. This is common courtesy to those individuals not in your meeting, and it ensures that meeting discussions are kept
discrete.
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• Do not work on unrelated tasks during the meeting. This is rude and disruptive, and it is
more obvious to spot than you might think. This includes staying off your phone if possible.
If you are typing notes, then make sure to mute yourself and try to stay engaged as much as
you can while you type.
• Treat the meeting the same as if it were in-person. This can be situational. For example, you
would not leave a job interview to take a break without asking. You also would not yell or talk
over others without some social consequence—these same rules apply to virtual meetings.
• Use the same meeting ID for recurring meetings. This allows individuals in recurring meetings to avoid the confusion of having to remember multiple meeting IDs. There are exceptions to this rule when privacy and/or security are concerned—use your own discretion. For
most cases in the academic world, a recurring meeting is best and most convenient. Typically
the application will allow you to set a meeting as recurring and will automatically generate a
meeting ID.
• Mute yourself when you are not talking—especially in formal meetings. This allows for
freedom when it comes to outside noise, and it also ensures you are not accidentally disrupting
the sound for those who are talking.
• Always check your open application and browser tabs before screen sharing. Some of the
potential issues here are obvious, and they range from the potential for seeming disorganized
to the potential for losing out on a job (or, worse, being terminated from one). Most applications let you select exactly what you want to share. For example, if I am going to show some
results from Stata or R, I select only those applications. The same goes for when showing a
paper or slideshow (select the PDF application or browser).
• Apologize when you disrupt the meeting. If you cause a disruption, take responsibility,
apologize, correct it, and move on.
• Use calendar invitations to invite others to your meeting. Professionalism counts, always.
This also provides the added benefit of knowing that your meeting colleagues both had an
e-mail and calendar setting from you (so no excuses if they are absent!)
• Do not talk over others. Just be nice. You can always be the kinder colleague and take it
upon yourself to ensure that everyone is heard without interruption. If you talk over someone
or interrupt, treat it as if you are there in person, kindly apologize, and give them the floor.
Listening is almost always better than talking unless it is specifically your turn to talk/present.
• Use the chat function sparingly. This is another potential avenue for embarrassment as individuals will often intend to message one person, and instead message the entire group. Making a negative comment about a colleague or superior that everyone can see has any number
of social and/or professional consequences. The best use of the chat function is to greet a new
person in a large meeting and/or letting the organizer know you are working on some technical issue that you plan to resolve soon. You can also send files and links via some applications,
but these will disappear when the meeting ends so you should ask if that is the best approach
for sharing.
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• Do not use an audio-only meeting when video is better or vice versa. Sometimes a quick
phone call will suffice, but typically a more formal meeting with video is the best replacement
for when it is difficult to meet in person. However, some meetings can be avoided entirely,
and that is something I suggest keeping in the back of your mind.
• Do have an agenda (even if informal and in your own notes) if you are running the meeting. If it is a formal meeting and there are a myriad of issues to cover, send a formal agenda
to the group in advance of the meeting.
• Do have Plan B for connecting to the meeting. If the meeting is really important, try to
locate a backup device, whether it is another computer, phone or tablet. Otherwise, (at the
very least) be prepared to call via phone and just participate via audio.
Keep in mind that most of these points are situational—just use your best judgment and common
sense.

Troubleshooting
As is the case with all technology, there are occasional failures. Most issues fall into three categories:
(1) connectivity, (2) hardware, and/or (3) software. If you think the issue is connectivity, then check
another application that accesses the internet (e.g., Chrome, Firefox, Safari) to see if that is the
problem. If it is, then check your Wi-Fi connection (or Ethernet as applicable) and make sure the
network is broadcasting internet signal to your machine. If it is not, and you are unable to diagnose
the problem, then notify the meeting organizer immediately. In many cases the best option is to
join the meeting via your phone using the dial-in number and meeting ID.
If you have an internet connection and the application is slow to respond then I would suggest the
following steps in successive steps (if one does not work move to the next):
1.
2.
3.
4.

Restart the application.
Restart your computer.
Delete and re-install the latest version of the application.
Visit the associated troubleshooting page for the developer and try to diagnose your specific
problem.

Hardware issues typically cannot be resolved in time for the meeting. This is why it is a good idea
to test things out beforehand. You should also have a Plan B in place.

Audio Issues
As mentioned above, if you have connectivity issues, you can revert to using your phone for joining
the meeting. The same rule applies if you have audio trouble. You can also use your phone in
conjunction with the video on your computer, but you should never use the audio from two devices
in the same room. This creates a feedback echo that can ruin a meeting and immediately identify you
as technology illiterate, which for some situations can be quite embarrassing. However, everyone
will occasionally have issues from time to time, and when it does happen simply apologize, correct
the issue, and move on.
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The most common audio issue is that a user is on “mute” and they simply do not realize it. Check
that first. If you are not on “mute,” then check your audio input (or microphone) settings for your
computer. Keep in mind that these can exist both within the application and your operating system. If you have alternative input options (e.g., headphones, built-in microphone) you can also try
toggling those to see if one works when the other does not.

Video
As with audio, video problems often begin with the video option off. If you are sure that you do, then
the next step is to check the video settings in both the application and the operating system. If the
webcam has an “on” indicator light and is not illuminated, then you likely have a settings or driver
problem. If the webcam connects externally, make sure it works elsewhere and the appropriate
software is installed as needed. You can try your webcam with another application to see if it works
at all. If it does not, then you likely have a hardware issue that will need to be addessed at a later
time.
It is crucial to remember that the potential for embarrassment with video is something that you
should never forget. This can make or break your presentation, interview, career (at least your current step on the ladder), and even reputation. Always be mindful of your appearance, your verbal
and nonverbal reactions to others, and anything else in your environment.

Final Remarks
Virtual meetings are increasingly becoming part of working in a professional environment. The
sooner that you become proficient in them, the better your career and professional life will be. No
one is going to be amazed when you are able to make things work and participate, but if you are
unable to properly join the meeting then it will almost certainly diminish your ability to make an
impact—whether that means getting a job or participating in class.
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