
Online Meetings and Audience Engagement 




01. Be Visible


Today you have a monthly online meeting to 
attend. It is scheduled to take 40 minutes. 
It’s your job to make sure the agenda gets 
completed and, in addition, you will be 
speaking to a couple of those items.


Yes, you can manage to join the meeting; yes, you can see and (mostly) hear everyone 
else; yes, you are reasonably happy not to have had to commute further than your home 
office or kitchen, but ..


This is going to be another test of your patience. You just know it. At a glance you can 
already spot the muted multi-taskers, tapping away at email responses with just one ear 
on the conversation. Some are diving in and out of camera view as they fetch another 
coffee, answer the door bell or attend to a needy child or animal. Others, iPhone or iPad 
propped on the desktop beside them, are not facing the camera at all. Where is their 
focus? We have no idea. Others are not visible at all, camera off, mic on mute.


Keeping everyone on board and on topic, indeed just keeping people present, can often 
feel like herding cats. 


So how can we make that feel like less of a challenge? How indeed do we keep our fellow 
attendees engaged?


In a short series of articles I’m going to address some of the ways in which online 
meetings can be much more fulfilling and successful.


Keeping your audience engaged starts with you and your ‘stage’. First of all, switch on 
the camera; make sure everyone can see you. We need to interact with our audience; we 
need to see, if possible, a clear, centred image of each audience member to read, as best 
we can, the overt as well as the micro expressions of all participants. 


So number one point, be clearly visible. What do people see when you feature on their 
screen? You can easily check that in advance of each meeting, both in terms of your 



position in relation to the camera and in terms of what is visible in the background. It 
matters. If we see a confused or confusing background we will, at some point, try to 
make sense of it which will inevitably take our focus away from what is being discussed.


Ideally we should see enough of you so that not only your face, but also such natural 
gestures that you make, are visible - so, most of what someone seated opposite you at 
your desk might see. Gestures count hugely towards our inter-communication and our 
understanding.

Lighting plays a crucial role. Sitting in front of windows or other light sources may not be 
avoidable but it necessitates one or more light sources in front of you, or beside you, to 
ensure that you are not entirely in silhouette. At best that appears confusing, at worst 
threatening.


Think about where you are in relation to the natural light and how, during certain times of 
the day, as well as certain types of weather of course, that light will vary enormously. Full 
sunlight but feel welcome but it’s bound to lead to visibility challenges for those looking 
on.


Let’s see you, as far as possible, at natural ‘eye height’. No views of ceilings please. No 
staring at us from some lofty position above your laptop screen. Eye height and head on 
works best


As far as backgrounds go, there is plenty of room for personal choice. Indeed choice is 
the key word here. Choose what people see and if you think it is clear and not distracting 
then all should be well. But realise that we will be looking at those items of furnishing, or 
at the view, and anything that does not complement your messages will risk detracting 
from them. So, neutral, attractive backgrounds ensure that we will be focusing, as we 
should, just on you.


I should declare that I’m not a fan of virtual backgrounds, though I appreciate how useful 
they can be. There are usually challenges with the lighting aspects (virtual backgrounds 
are very often brighter) and often with focus issues too. If you appear a bit fuzzy against a 
pin-sharp background image you are definitely going to lose out. The main problem 
though is that of momentary and partial disappearances. Half a head, or a hand or full 
arm, suddenly disappears into the ‘fog’ of the background and it is difficult to ignore. 
Again, when we are distracted we lose concentration; we cannot afford that in online 
meetings in particular.


In one memorable instance recently a participant disappeared into, and a few minutes 
later re-emerged from, his background - a virtual haystack.


There is a major plus in all of this, one to which I will refer later as well, that of there being 
a level playing field for all. No-one, from the CEO down, gets more space than anyone 



else in the online world, so we all equally get the chance to stand out clearly. We should 
recognise that and make the most of it. It isn’t often in the office that we can achieve 
equal billing with the Board.


In the next short article I will address the (still more important) topic of audibility. 
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