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Figure 1: Goals are not explicitly featured in Microsoft, Zoom, or Google calendar invitation interfaces (top row) or videocon-

ferencing interfaces (bottom row).

ABSTRACT

Ineffective meetings due to unclear goals are major obstacles to
productivity, yet support for intentionality is surprisingly scant in
our meeting and allied workflow technologies. To design for inten-
tionality, we need to understand workers’ attitudes and practices
around goals. We interviewed 21 employees of a global technology
company and identified contrasting mental models of meeting goals:
meetings as a means to an end, and meetings as an end in them-
selves. We explore how these mental models impact how meeting
goals arise, goal prioritization, obstacles to considering goals, and
how lack of alignment around goals may create tension between
organizers and attendees. We highlight the challenges in balanc-
ing preparation, constraining scope, and clear outcomes, with the
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need for intentional adaptability and discovery in meetings. Our
findings have implications for designing systems which increase
effectiveness in meetings by catalyzing intentionality and reducing
tension in the organisation of meetings.
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1 INTRODUCTION

Meetings, as a collective means of social orientation and coordi-
nation, have become central to modern work [79, 82]. However,
knowledge workers have been complaining about having too many
meetings and ineffective meetings for decades [3, 11, 19, 39, 43,
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53, 61, 63, 64]. In 2023, inefficient meetings and a lack of clear
goals remained the top two obstacles to productivity according to
Microsoft’s Work Trend Index [49]. In the COVID-19 pandemic,
the phenomena of videoconferencing fatigue [15] arose as a conse-
quence of many work sectors being unprepared for conducting fully
remote work, leading to (among other things) an over-reliance on
video meetings without an intentional approach to their use [7, 77].
Unfortunately, the technologies that enable in-person, remote, or
hybrid meetings often do not require users to reason about or ex-
plain why a meeting is needed. Calendars fill up with meetings
that lack explicit goals, and video meetings provide audio-visual
canvases that do not in and of themselves promote goal-directed
behavior. In this paper, we argue that to design and build technolo-
gies that can clarify and support intentionality in meetings, we first
need to understand the predominant mental models of meeting
goals, and the current practices used to achieve these purposes.

In the sections that follow, we outline Related Work (§2) on meet-
ing goals, agendas, meeting effectiveness, understanding meeting
goals, and designing for intentionality. We then report our study
Methods (§3), in which we interviewed 21 employees working
across several different work areas in a global technology company
about their understanding and practices around meeting goals. Our
Findings (§4) detail two different mental models for meeting goals
that stood out from the interviews: meetings as a means to an end
(where the goal is to achieve something), and meetings as an end in
themselves (wWhere goals are seen as discussion topics, to connect
with others, or block time). While the former model is associated
with constrained scope, greater preparation, and clear meeting out-
comes, the latter is associated with an elevated chance of discovery
and adaptability to arising needs.

Our Discussion (§5) focuses on implications for the design of
calendar and meeting systems to catalyze intentionality. There are
many opportunities for systems to surface intentionality within
different interfaces and time points across the meeting lifecycle.
We explore how this implication might be accepted and treated
through participant responses to an exploratory probe of adding a
goals field to calendar invitation interfaces. We also speculate on
how generative Al might further enhance intentionality in calendar
and planning workflows, as well as on the potential for meeting
interfaces that adapt to goal-directed behavior. Our Conclusion (§6)
is that these findings and recommendations can inform a future
where calendar and meeting systems facilitate fewer, better meet-
ings, reducing interpersonal conflict and meeting fatigue, while
increasing effectiveness.

2 RELATED WORK

Meeting science has explored characteristics that influence per-
ceived meeting effectiveness [3, 11, 13, 19, 39, 53, 64], and types of
meeting goals [2, 64, 73]. However, there is no generally agreed
understanding or taxonomy of how people think about and com-
municate meeting goals and the implications for collaboration.
Collaboration has long been a focus of research in Human-
Computer Interaction (HCI), including extensive inquiries into
the nature of coordination in Computer-Supported Cooperative
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Work (CSCW) [22, 67], explorations of video-mediated communi-
cation and media space systems [18, 24], and Group Support Sys-
tems [30, 80]. Some research has focused more directly on features
to support intentionality, such as automated meeting agenda cre-
ation [57], automated meeting scheduling recommendations [25],
and the like. Other explorations have explored how technology-
supported meetings progress or break down through a range of coor-
dination phenomena including collaborative coupling and problem-
solving [28], social presence and co-presence [56], and hybrid meet-
ing experiences [51, 76]. However, overall, HCI research has rarely
developed from a holistic understanding of the goal-setting and
communication issues in either experimental systems or commer-
cial ecosystems. For example, the most common reason for failure
in meetings relying on Group Support Systems (GSS) is the lack
of clear meeting goals and pre-planning [14], suggesting this is
an essential factor for meeting moderation and effectiveness, and
yet holistic support for meeting goals is muted in reports about
GSS systems (e.g. see [30]). Across HCI, meeting goals tend to be
mentioned loosely and in passing as part of an overall claim of
the value of improved collaboration modalities, but most of this
research has not sought to develop principled ways of supporting
specifically goal-driven behaviour in meeting technologies.
Previous research has described meetings as being used as an all
too convenient container for any conversation-based work action,
perhaps with negative consequences [61]. Bergmann et al. [7] argue
that the umbrella term of ‘meeting’ fails to refer or specialize to the
specific purposes and intentions of a collaborative encounter, and
may thus obstruct both productivity and technology development.
Reflecting this limited vocabulary, meeting science rarely opera-
tionalizes different kinds of meeting motivations [19, 62], despite
meeting goals being highlighted as critical for decades [74].

2.1 Meeting goals and agendas

Goal-setting theory indicates that goals positively drive perfor-
mance by increasing effort, focusing attention on goal-relevant
activities, harnessing goal-relevant skills and knowledge, and en-
couraging persistence until goal achievement [38]. Meeting goals
and agendas are closely related, but we suggest they are distinct.
If goals set the destination for a meeting, then agendas outline
the route. Agendas are therefore examples of implementation in-
tentions: plans that “spell out the when, where, and how of goal
striving in advance”; these have been consistently demonstrated to
increase the likelihood of goal achievement [20, 70].

2.2 Understanding meeting goals

Allen et al. [2] developed a taxonomy of meeting purposes based
on a qualitative analysis of survey responses from an online panel
of workers across organizations. Thirteen out of 16 purposes were
framed as “discussions” (e.g., about an ongoing project, or a change
in process), categorized as content-focused, and three were action-
oriented (e.g., to educate, problem-solve, brainstorm), categorized as
instrumental-focused. According to sensemaking theory, Allen et al.
[2] suggest that people retrospectively make sense of their meet-
ings; employees attend meetings to resolve ambiguity about a topic
and therefore primarily focus on the content aspect of meetings,
rather than the specific goals the meeting is designed to achieve. In
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contrast, Lopez-Fresno and Cascon-Pereira [44] found that partici-
pants commonly viewed meeting purposes in instrumental terms
(e.g., to decide, plan, coordinate), and, less commonly, in social
terms (e.g., to persuade, motivate, socialize), reflecting views of
meetings as collaboration technology and as rituals (as per [69]).

In the current work, we identify meetings as a means to an end and
meetings as ends in themselves as two overarching mental models of
meetings, which partly align with Allen et al. [2]’s ‘instrumental-’
and ‘content-’ focused meeting categories (see §4.1.1 and §4.1.2).
More broadly, whereas Allen et al. [2]’s taxonomy focuses on the
content or topic of discussions occurring within meetings (e.g., ‘to
discuss a client’s needs or wants’), our analysis abstracts away from
content, and instead focuses on people’s intentions and assumptions
preceding the meeting, and their relationship to work outside the
meeting. Our categorization also partly aligns with that of Lopez-
Fresno and Cascon-Pereira [44], although their analysis does not
capture people’s common tendency to view meeting goals as a set
of ‘discussion topics’ not explicitly linked to external goals, which
we suggest is an important marker of a lack of intentionality in
collaboration (see §5).

Other research has also produced lists of meeting types, purposes,
or goals [64, 71-73]. Differences in meeting goals also exist between
one-off and recurring meetings. The latter may have implicit goals
alongside an explicitly instrumental purpose to advance work (also
analyzed in [71]), including increasing group awareness, creating a
space for collective thinking, and providing a mechanism for setting
deadlines, bonding, and gaining visibility in an organization [52].

The majority of this work focuses on defining a set of specific
meeting goals according to topics or actions occurring within meet-
ings (e.g., ‘gathering knowledge’ [71], ‘make a decision’ [72], ‘solve
a problem’ [64]), in contrast to our approach of abstracting away
from content or actions, and focusing in depth on people’s mental
models, including their intentions and assumptions that contextu-
alize their meetings.

Ideally, meeting goals would pertain to all attendees who should
work together towards their achievement. The clarity of meeting
goals therefore directly influences the clarity of each attendee’s
role [19], and ultimately meeting effectiveness. Indeed, Bang et al.
[3] found that the clarity of goals in meeting agendas and goal-
focused communication during meetings was associated with team
effectiveness. Attendees, however, may not always have a consistent
understanding of meeting goals. Lopez-Fresno and Cascén-Pereira
[44] found that stated meeting purposes often differed from those
perceived by meeting attendees. Allen et al. [2] suggest that differ-
ences may also exist between meeting organizers, who may have an
instrumental lens on meetings, and attendees, who may focus more
on the content of meetings. People’s hidden agendas or personal
goals that they bring to meetings may also be in tension with the
collective goals [44, 64]. Our findings provide evidence for the role
and implications of meeting goal clarity, perceptions of meeting
goals, and hidden agendas (see §4.2 and §4.3).

Outside of meeting science, research on communication and
group behavior has also examined why people meet to converse.
McGrath [46] proposed that groups engage in activities to sup-
port three functions: production, group well-being, and individ-
ual member support. Similarly, Yeomans et al. [83] proposed that
conversations are characterized by an informational (exchanging
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accurate information) and relational (building a relationship) dimen-
sion. Importantly, productivity and sociality are not in opposition
but are interlinked. For example, ‘small talk’ establishes common
ground [27] and interpersonal trust [45] which are integral to col-
laborative work [46, 84]. Our findings presenting the two different
mental models of meeting goals speak to these two dimensions (see
§4.1.1 and §4.1.2).

2.3 Designing for Intentionality

Whereas some work has focused on improving group understand-
ing [31, 55] or detecting conversational content [85] to predict
meeting effectiveness [86], to our knowledge, no socio-technical
research has been done to support intentionality around meeting
goals. Outside of meeting goals specifically, recent work has ex-
plored the role of intentionality in remote and hybrid meetings [7],
including for social conversational transitions [21], use of parallel
chat [66], the deployment of attention and multitasking [10, 35],
and meeting participation [65]. Our work is grounded in these
findings, which show that intentionality may be implicitly present
in some meeting contexts (e.g., in in-person meetings, the use of
conversational transitions to conduct pre- and post- meeting talk
[21], or the use of eye gaze to signal attention [35]), but that this
is not facilitated in videoconferencing interfaces. Accordingly, as
we also demonstrate here, this lack of designing for intentionality
may lead to misunderstandings and frustrated collaboration (e.g., as
occurs with meeting multitasking [10]), as well as lost productivity.

HCI research has also explored the use of goal-setting, tracking,
and reflection in the workplace [34, 48] and in collaborative projects
[29]. Our design envisioning in §5 is grounded in this work, which
demonstrates that purposeful self-reflection at work can increase
self-awareness around one’s daily and higher-level goals, improve
work habits (including around management and organization), and
change perspectives about work [34, 48]. As a pre-requisite for in-
tentionality, a line of research has explored designing for reflection
(reviewed in [4-6]). Our ideas in §5 build on this work, which dis-
cusses the value of self-reflective prompts, goal-setting, and slowing
down to reflect [6, 59].

2.4 Summary

Taken together, prior work has recognized the importance of meet-
ing goals for meeting and organizational effectiveness, and pro-
posed categorizations of meeting goals, but little work has exam-
ined meeting goals themselves: how people think about them, how
they arise and are communicated or obstructed across the meeting
lifecycle, and the effects this has on work and productivity. Sim-
ilarly, there is limited work on how goal-directed behavior can
be augmented and improved in planning, calendar, and meeting
technologies. Thus the contributions of this paper are as follows:

e Fundamental findings about social-technical issues around
meeting goals: mental models, how goals arise, obstacles to
goal behavior, and functional and affective implications.

o Design implications for catalyzing intentionality in calendar
invitations and meeting technologies, from simple interven-
tions to speculations on the uses of generative AL
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Table 1: Participant demographics.

Dimension Sub-dimensions Participants

Gender* Male 10
Female 11

United States 13
United Kingdom
Ireland

Location

Australia
Colombia
Denmark

Age 18-29
30-44
45-59
60 and over
Prefer not to say

Administration
Customer Support
Product Development
Research

Sales

Work area

Technical and Facilities

AN W N 00N WIN DN 0 00 N = = DN W

Seniority Principal
Senior

Early Career

Ju—
oo

0| W

Managerial status Manages a team

Individual contributor 13

*For gender, no participants identified as non-binary or declined to answer

3 METHODS
3.1 Participants

Following ethics authorization!, we recruited a purposive sam-
ple [17] of 21 participants working across six different work areas
within a global technology company. The sample was drawn from
a company list of prior research participants who had indicated in-
terest in future studies. We selected for a diversity of backgrounds,
including gender, age, location, work area, seniority, hybrid work
status, and managerial status (Table 1; for more participant details,
see Supplementary Materials). Participants were consented before
their interviews and offered a gift voucher for their participation.

3.2 Interview Protocol and Analysis

After online consent, participants completed an onboarding survey
of demographics and work/meeting attitudes and behaviors. Mi-
crosoft Teams video meetings were then scheduled for recorded
semi-structured interviews lasting between 30 and 70 minutes. Par-
ticipants were guided through a short online survey as a prompt to
start thinking about meeting goals and help recall, and the remain-
ing time focused on discussion of the mental models and practices
surrounding meeting goals, agendas, and outcomes. (See Supple-
mentary Materials for details).

Interviews were automatically transcribed by Microsoft Teams,
and then further cleaned by the first author. Two authors coded
six interviews using open coding [74]. This involved re-watching

!Ethics authorization was provided by Microsoft Research’s Institutional Review Board
(IORG0008066, IRB00009672).
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the interview recordings, reading the transcripts, and mapping out
key themes on a virtual whiteboard for each interview. We focused
on the interview responses as accounts of members’ methods for
accomplishing social behaviour [26]. This is important because to
design technologies for meeting goal clarity, we must understand
where accounts for meeting goals reveal assumptions and choice
points, and how new technologies will themselves become part of
future goal accounts.

Through iterative discussions between all authors, an initial, hier-
archical codebook was developed, with themes such as ‘Definitions
of Goals’, ‘Personality’ and ‘Obstacles to thinking about meeting
purpose’. Using the qualitative analysis tool, MAXQDA Plus 2022,
the first author coded the remaining 15 interviews according to
this code book. The authors dived into these high-level codes to
find precise code quotes, e.g., specific examples of definitions of
goals, personality effects, and obstacles to setting goals [8]. Using
MAXQDA’s creative coding feature, these codes were categorized
and sorted into sub-codes, e.g., “Goals as a getting something out
of the meeting”, and “Lack of time as an obstacle”.

3.3 Limitations

In common with exploratory formative qualitative work, we rec-
ognize that our sample has several limitations. Our participant
cohort consisted of employees from just one global technology
firm, which has shaped their norms, practices, and available tech-
nologies. Further, although our sample contains a cross-section in
terms of gender, age, work area, seniority, and managerial status,
there may be patterns of aggregrated experiences or intersections
with unique experiences that we have missed. For example, sev-
enty percent of our participants were from the US, yet meeting
practices clearly differ across cultures [36, 40, 81]. For example,
research suggests that meetings in the US tend to be short and
goal-oriented, whereas meetings in the UK tend to be longer, and
focus more on relationship-building, and meetings in Japan tend to
focus on presentations and group consensus-building. Thus, our
findings may not fully generalize to other cultures and future re-
search needs to address both cultural variety and the effects of
multi-cultural teams. Further, participants self-selected into our
study based on participation in prior meeting research, and thus
potentially were more thoughtful or concerned about meetings
than a broader cohort might be. Moreover, meeting organizers may
be biased in evaluating their own meetings [11], and we had no
method for directly identifying and accounting for bias.

4 FINDINGS

Our findings are presented in three sections, summarized in Fig-
ure 2. The first describes two overarching mental models of meeting
goals; meetings as a means to an end, and meetings as ends in them-
selves. This section captures how the participants conceptualize
meetings as mediating intentionality, or as directly representing
an intention, respectively. We then report on current practices in
setting and communicating meeting goals, including how meeting
goals arise, and the obstacles to considering, communicating, and
understanding meeting goals. This section shows how intentional-
ity can be catalyzed by certain practices, and obstructed by a lack of
time, as well as interpersonal and technological factors. Finally, we
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report on the functional and affective implications of these mental
models, as perceived by our participants. This section presents the
impact of the described mental models and practices on people’s
experiences of meetings and their varying levels of intentionality.

Intentionality can travel through the meeting lifecycle, from
its conceptualization to its execution. However, this intentionality
can be catalyzed or obstructed at different moments in this journey.
Throughout the findings, we highlight where issues of intentionality
around meetings crop up. Our findings are supported by excerpts
from the interviews, and interpreted alongside previous literature
where relevant. For context, we include participants’ work area
and managerial status (i.e., individual contributor [IC] or manager)
for each excerpt, formatted as such: (P1 - Technical and Facilities, 1C). For
details on each participant’s gender, work area, managerial status,
and seniority, see Supplementary Materials.

4.1 Mental Models of Meeting Goals

Two overarching mental models of the purpose of meetings stood
out from our interviews. In the mental model of meetings as a means
to an end, participants view meetings as achieving outcomes that
are expressly in aid of broader work. Meeting goals are defined
and are specific, knowable, communicable, and achieved or not.
By contrast, in the mental model of meetings as ends in themselves,
participants view meetings as time for connection or discussion.
Meeting goals have more forms in this model. Goals may be known
topics for discussion underpinned by an implicit assumption about
how they aid broader work. Goals may be not defined at all, or
at times even considered antithetical to the accomplishment of
connection. Goals may not be pre-defined, but seen as discoverable
and adaptable within the meeting. The goal may be blocking time
itself as a placeholder for known or unknown work.

These mental models are not mutually exclusive, they may be
co-present within one individual or within one meeting, change
across meetings, and be different for one-off and recurring meetings.
This is because meeting goals can be relevant at the level of the
meeting itself or at the level of the individual attendee.

Of course, whatever mental model a participant may hold, meet-
ings themselves are gestalt phenomena. Participants’ mental mod-
els are just one thread in a larger tapestry of group actions and
cognition, woven from a combination of engagement with the
technological affordances used to set up and enact the meeting,
communication about and in the meeting, and the meeting’s place
in organizational history and culture [68].

4.1.1 Meetings as a means to an end. In this model, meeting goals
have a dual nature as internal to the meeting and related to ex-
ternal work. Intentionality is catalyzed by the meeting, with the
goals defined before the meeting, achieved within the meeting,
and informing work beyond the meeting. This can be achieved
either through the delineation of a clear task that can be completely
achieved within the meeting but is treated as meaningful within
some broader context, or through discussion that clearly progresses
work beyond the meeting. Thus, meetings are treated as a collab-
oration technology [68] which enables people to achieve specific
outcomes, or to make progress towards specific outcomes (i.e., they
are instrumental to achieving an outcome [2]).
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The goal is a specific outcome. The core of this aspect of the
mental model is an answerable question of purpose. Such questions
are proposed as having a direct answer where there will be an
accountable change of state, e.g., a solution, a choice, completing
a task, or explaining tools or processes (p5, P2, P17). The necessary
conditions for achieving the change of state in the meeting exist
before the meeting and will imply clear consequences after the
meeting. For example, P3 (Administration, Manager) explained that in
a meeting to determine how a budget will be spent, the decisions
made will impact work after the meeting.

‘... What are we trying to accomplish here? What problem are
we trying to solve?” (P12 - Product Development, IC)

“..it’s a kind of like a question you need to be able to answer
by the end of the meeting, right? We will align or land on, um,
pick a design or pick a plan or pick a date, you know.” (P5 -

Product Development, IC)

In this model, meeting goals are treated as knowable and com-
municable; if a meeting doesn’t have a clear goal, then invited
participants may ‘“not [be] sure why we’re having the meeting” (P1 -
Technical and Facilities, 1C). This creates a sense of obligation to provide
a purpose (P1 as an attendee; P13, P12 as meeting organizers). This obligation
may be part of the invitation process (p13) and part of starting the
meeting itself (p12). Starting the meeting with explicit articulation
of intention reinforces the rationale for the meeting and establishes
among attendees that this intention should be achieved by the
end of the meeting. Indeed, meeting goal clarity and goal-focused
discussions are related to team effectiveness [3].

“IfI'm calling a meeting, I will put either an agenda or why
I've called the meeting in the invitation itself so that people
know.” (P13 - Research, IC)

“When I'm leading a meeting, I will always start with; this is
why we’re meeting.” (P12 - Product Development, IC)

Since this model involves knowing about an accountable transi-
tion in the state of the work, an effective meeting is one in which
the change of state will be clear, as evidenced by P5:

“An action is we will brainstorm, right, and a goal could be,
we landed on an idea. So maybe you did a brainstorm, but you
didn’t land on an idea.” (P5 - Product Development, IC)

On some occasions meetings may end up being ‘more’ effective
than expected because they accelerate a change of state (p2). Hence,
attendees are explicitly aware of specific goals and whether they
were achieved in the meeting.

“We didn’t expect to make the decision right then and there,
but then it went so well that we ended up making the decision.”
(P2 - Research, IC)

The goal is progress. While it is possible to achieve certain goals
by the end of the meeting, multiple participants described meeting
outcomes that represent a step towards achieving a goal, or mak-
ing progress. When describing a first-time meeting organized by a
customer, P16 described the outcome of a meeting as facilitating
progress towards a goal.

“That is an outcome that’s not gonna necessarily solve the goal
in one step, but it’s an outcome that’s going to help us on that
step” (P16 - Product Development, Manager)
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Figure 2: Summary of findings: our findings centered around mental models of meeting goals; current practices and obstacles
to considering meeting goals; and the functional, affective, and interpersonal implications of these mental models, practices,

and obstacles on meeting intentionality.

As the above quote suggests, whereas some meetings have social
‘goals’ that are not tied to an explicit outcome (see §4.1.2), connect-
ing to others for the first time as part of a broader project, or when
informing work beyond the meeting, represents making progress
towards a specific outcome. For example, a meeting can fulfill the
intention of meeting clients, research subjects or other teams for
the first time to establish a relationship or the potential for a rela-
tionship (P7). Many projects and collaborations start with a kick-off
meeting, allowing relevant team members to come together and
set up their intention for the work outside the meeting.

“Our team goal was to explore whether or not it would be
valuable to have a relationship with this other team.” (P7 -
Product Development, IC)

“..we don’t have a lot of high touch with the individuals that

have been invited. And so this is the first time that I'll be

discussing this project with them.” (P12 - Product Development,

IC)
The intention of using meetings to make progress towards a specific
outcome or as part of a larger work context particularly applies
to recurring meetings set up to create “rhythm through a big, com-
plicated project” and to “keep momentum going” (P13 - Research, IC).
These regular meetings keep collaborators up-to-date on quickly
changing projects (P13), and ensure that any blocks in progress are
reviewed (p6). Furthermore, these recurring meetings can demon-
strate the reason for their own existence, by facilitating change
until the broader intention is met. P16, a manager in product devel-
opment, said a recurring meeting will only continue as long as the
team is still required to work on a particular project.

“..to keep momentum going ... because things change so

quickly, it’s important to like have a regular rhythm through

a big, complicated project.” (P13 - Research, IC)

“We have an operational ongoing need to address to review

changes to our road map plan to [... ] review where people are

blocked on the most critical projects...” (P6 - Product Develop-

ment, Manager)

While the overall intention behind a set of recurring meetings
may be justified by an ongoing project, in practice attendees may
find them problematic when any given instance is unlikely to
achieve a change of state. A set of recurring meetings can stretch
over a long time; in this period, the original intention may be lost,
become irrelevant, or may not be best achieved through a regular
meeting [52].

“T'don’t care for a lot of the recurring meetings just to have time
to talk about things ... because there’s no purpose, it tends to
get into what I just call group therapy, where everybody feels
like they need to share something.” (P18 - Customer Support, IC)

“I often find that recurring meetings just turned into a waste
of time because there’s no set agenda... One-off meetings are
definitely more decision-driven, like there is an express purpose,
like there is something that has arisen, and we’re trying to
address it.” (P15 - Customer Support, Manager)

4.1.2  Meetings as an end in themselves. In this mental model, the
goal of a meeting is inextricable from the meeting itself. Meeting
goals are not explicitly linked to specific outcomes, changes of state,
or work outside the meeting. The act of meeting itself is the purpose,
allowing the maintenance of relationships, general discussion of
topics, or blocking of time.

The goal is maintaining relationships. Seven participants (P4, P6,
P10, P14, P16, P18, P21) expressed the idea that the goal of the meeting
was to be seen by and to connect with others, with varying levels
of intentionality. After the first time (as noted above in §4.1.1),
meeting regularly can be seen as a way to maintain a trusting
relationship with new collaborators (P16 - Product Development, Manager)
and with teammates (P7 - Product Development, IC). In this way, meetings
are an end in themselves because meeting organizers do not see
any other way of achieving this abstract goal of connection (p7).
While using meetings to maintain relationships and trust could be
considered a means to an end, there is no specific outcome or change
of state that will result from any specific instance—not unlike a
ritual [44, 52, 68]. Arguably, attending these meetings may become
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a form of presenteeism; P6 (Product Development, Manager) mentioned
attending meetings to support a teammate, or to get “fucetime” with
a senior colleague (see also [52]). However, this does not have to be
viewed cynically — there really are times when being there matters
(P6, P14).

“When I was a team leader, sometimes the only goal for me

wasn’t really so much to get something out of that kind of

a meeting, other than making sure my team felt connected

with each other because I think that’s super important.” (P7 -

Product Development, IC)

“.. if the customer puts a call out there it’s always good to
kind of for me to turn up and wave and kind of Yes, we’re here,
we're keen, we're eager to help’, rather than sometimes just
do it blandly over email or a Teams site chat.” (P14 - Product
Development, IC)

The goal is discussing topics. Beyond maintaining relationships,
discussion topics can be treated as goals in themselves. The most
diffuse version of this is to avoid explicit agendas and goals, on the
assumption that openness and sharing are intrinsically valuable, as
P21 expresses:

“Twould say that you have meetings where you don’t have a
defined agenda or you don’t have a specific goal, you know, in
mind, right? Your goal is basically really to be open and just
share information.” (P21 - Administration, Manager)

Many participants expressed a more focused treatment of discus-
sion topics, such that the meeting goal is to cover certain topics (P16)
or get through the standing agenda for a recurring meeting (p1).
The topics and their discussion were not explicitly linked to a goal
outside the meeting, though they may be implicitly linked in the
participant’s mind. They articulate what they are discussing, but
not why they are discussing it—the intention is unclear. As a result,
the conflation of discussion topics and meeting goals could obscure
meeting intentionality, and the purpose of the meeting beyond
the meeting itself. Similarly, Allen et al. [2] distinguish between
instrumental and content-focused meeting purposes, with the latter
potentially reflecting participants’ attempt to reduce organizational
ambiguity about a specific topic (i.e., meetings as sensemaking [68]),
rather than view meetings as a collaboration tool to achieve external
goals (as discussed above).

“..just in the meeting chat the day before or even sometimes an
hour before and just be like “OK, guys today, like we’re going
to talk on these topics or we’re going to cover these things.”
(P16 - Product Development, Manager)

“If it’s a recurring meeting... they always have an agenda and,
you know, the goal is just to get through the agenda.” (P1 -

Technical and Facilities, 1C)

The goal is blocking time. An implication of digital calendar sys-
tems is that meeting events can block time in peoples’ schedules.
While there is an understanding that this time will be used for work,
the nature of that work, or its purpose in the broader project, is
often undefined or perhaps undefinable at the point the meeting is
set (especially common for recurring meetings) (p16). Often, these
meetings are set with an expectation that they can be canceled,
which is a product of the intense competition to grab people’s time
in extremely busy calendars (p10) (which, in a classic Catch-22, they
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also exacerbate). Hence, blocking time for a meeting creates a vac-
uum for a future intention, but what that intention is and how it
will be achieved remains entirely ambiguous.

‘... we need to get time on the calendar for everyone to prioritize

getting together to talk about whatever topics there are at hand.

And sé, this is how we’re going to do that, right? We’re gonna

Jjust create this block.” (P16 - Product Development, Manager)

“The reason they’re recurring is that it’s easier to get it on your
calendar now for ... a few months out than it would be for me
come July 1st and say ‘Oh, I need to talk to you on July 10th.’
Nobody’s gonna be available, right?” (P10 - Sales, IC)

The second effect of competition for time is that as the num-
ber of meetings increase, time for focused work decreases, and
people become skeptical that work items will get done. This, in
turn, leads to the blocking of time for meetings in which the orga-
nizer is actually booking attendees’ time on task, with the added
requirement that the organizer will also have to spend that time
supervising the completion of that task. P4 described booking time
to supervise a manager’s completion of a task, while P13 described
blocking time for a project stakeholder to complete a task. As well
as representing a problem for workflow and management, this also
represents skepticism about the effectiveness of asynchronous work
in a time-pressured context.

“If this was with certain management... I would need to, like,
book 2 hours with them in order for them to open it up and
look at it, and I babysit them while they do the task.” (P4 -
Sales, IC)

“I need you to fix these descriptions and I will sit here while
you do that.” (P13 - Research, IC)

4.2 Practices and Obstacles

While the previous section explores two different mental models of
meeting goals, this section explores how the participants describe
their current practices in setting and communicating intentionality
in meetings, if at all. We also describe the perceived obstacles to
the process of specifying, sharing, and clarifying meeting goals.

4.2.1 How meeting goals arise. Meeting goals may be explicit, im-
plicit, or emergent. The most obvious place for explicit goals is in
the subject or description of a meeting invitation (8 participants), or in
an agenda (12 participants), although these may include “the general
lOpiC, but [] no goals”(PlS - Customer Support, Manager). Other partic—
ipants communicate goals in chat or email close to the meeting
time, including immediately beforehand or even as it starts (8 par-
ticipants). Recurring meetings with well-defined work projects may
also articulate goals for the next meetings (P9) (as in [52]).

“So the recurring meeting is probably getting an update on

where we were from the last meeting [... ] and we have clear

goals for, you know, the next meeting, that kind of thing.” (P9 -

Product Development, IC)

Meeting goals may not be explicitly articulated but can be “obvi-
ous by context” when the team or the work has a well-established
context (P6 - Product Development, Manager). This contextual knowledge
may come from experience, especially for recurring meetings with
familiar people and domain expertise (P4). These meetings address
a recurring and highly familiar intention, and so can be addressed
without being explicitly acknowledged.

“I have an account team meeting every Monday at 3pm, and
that’s a recurring meeting and it’s happened what feels like
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for my entire life, and so I look at that and I'm like oh, I know
exactly what the format is, I know what the plan is, I know
what I have to do to contribute to it.” (P4 - Sales, 1C)

Some participants described intentionally organising meetings
with loose structure, resembling a form of “planned flexibility” (p20).
P20 thought this was particularly important for weekly team meet-
ings, while P7 felt it was crucial for meetings about wellbeing,
where the context is specified but particular goals are not, to ensure
the openness needed to make the meeting valuable.

“..I1do have meetings where it’s intentional that things are
not very specifically defined because then you can go in the
direction you need. So it’s flexibility, but planned flexibility...”
(P20 - Administration, Manager)

“People just come and talk to share if they have problems with
their feelings and we help each other out. So that meeting, for
instance, has no goal and it shouldn’t have a goal...” (PT7 -

Product Development, IC)

4.2.2  Obstacles to Setting and Understanding Meeting Goals. Par-
ticipants reported certain obstacles to setting and communicating
meeting goals, including the amount of time they have, the number
and role of attendees at the meeting, personality factors, differ-
ing priorities of attendees, hidden agendas, and issues in meeting
technologies.

Time. Participants commonly saw a lack of time as an obstacle
to considering meeting goals in general (P5) or due to the urgency
of an ad-hoc, impromptu meeting (p3).

“Trecognize [... ] feeling like I don’t have time to plan and stuff
like that.” (P5 - Product Development, IC)

“There could be a meeting that’s happening to reach an urgent
decision, and so we wouldn’t necessarily have time for planning
etcetera.” (P3 - Administration, Manager)

Time between meetings may be either too short to propose
meeting goals (P1), or, ironically, too long (p16).

“[W]e had like a stand-up sort of every day. There, it was
very hard to set up an agenda every time... (P1 - Technical and
Facilities, IC)

“I send it two weeks before and I'm just like OK, I'm not even
thinking about this until the night before.” (P16 - Product De-

velopment, Manager)

If “people are busy” (P14 - Product Development, IC) or they have “a lot
of [meetings] after the other” (P9 - Product Development, IC), they may
not have time to look at the meeting invite or the pre-read material.
If the context is not clear from current work or relationship, one-off
meetings created with short notice offer little time for attendees
to think beforehand, requiring time to clarify goals as the meeting
starts (P3). As a result, the meeting can be derailed just by trying to
clarify the intentionality behind it, which can be intimidating for
new joiners (p6).

“.. how much of that meeting can I derail to build that context
versus do I need to be having those pre-discussions?” (P6 -

Product Development, Manager)

“..if it’s just a very quick, can you join now? Then I'll just ask
in the meeting if it’s not clear.” (P3 - Administration, Manager)
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Number and roles of attendees. If people see time as a limiting
factor to considering meeting goals, it suggests that setting and
communicating meeting goals can take up significant time. The more
people in attendance at the meeting, the more time it can take to
clarify and communicate meeting intentionality.

Large “costly” meetings may require specific goals to be com-
municated (P20 - Administration, Manager), but large numbers of people
with different roles may also obstruct the setting of very specific
goals (P10, P1). As a meeting scales in size, meeting organizers do not
have time to think about, or communicate, how the intentionality
behind a meeting aligns with each attendee’s role and perspective,
particularly when attendees may lack the prior context necessary
to make sense of the meeting. In some cases, meeting organizers
may not know exactly who is attending before the meeting begins,
e.g., in a Sales meeting with potential customers (P10 - sales, 1C). This
does not imply that meeting goals must be set for each individual
attendee, but that the specificity and clarity of meeting goals en-
ables all attendees to understand their purpose for attending and, if
necessary, prepare accordingly (as evidenced in §4.3 below). Large
meetings with diverse roles make this more challenging.

“You impact a lot of people if it’s not done properly. It’s a
very costly, costly meeting. So to me, I feel a lot of pressure
in making things the most efficient possible and making sure
that I hit the goal.” (P20 - Administration, Manager)

.. with a lot of people, [goals] should be as [.... ] high level and
general as possible because you don’t want people just sitting
there while people are discussing a bunch of things they don’t
care about.” (P1 - Technical and Facilities, 1C)

On the other hand, organizers may set up smaller, regular meet-
ings, which require less formal planning compared to large meetings
(P20). Participants found that a large number of attendees can in-
hibit clear meeting outcomes, such as coming to a decision (p19). For
P19 (Product Development, Manager), the “sheer amount of voices” makes
large meetings inefficient for achieving agreement and goals.

“[With a] much smaller group, much more regular frequency
[...] it’s gonna be a lot less formal.” (P20 - Administration, Man-
ager)

T will try not to [invite] more than you know, 5-6 people
because then it becomes very gruelling... the larger meeting is
mostly about communicating, which again you can do async...
If you wanna have a discussion and agreement and goals and
things like that, it’s better to do things in smaller audiences.”

(P19 - Product Development, Manager)

Personality traits and norms. Certain people may be more or less
likely to set goals due to a more spontaneous, relaxed style (p4).
On the other hand, those who are planning-oriented may not only
want goals but also clear sub-goals in a linear order to feel that a
meeting is valuable (p7).

“I'm very bad at including an agenda or anything in the meet-
ings and I feel like that’s my personality... 'm more comfortable
to like, fly by the seat of my pants.” (P4 - Sales, IC)

‘I need things to check off along the way, so I am not as great
with ambiguity as some people are because I think ‘A + B=
C’ — Not ‘A + B, oh wait, here comes C, ohh, there’s E... Wait,
we’ve still got to get to C...”” (PT - Product Development, IC)
Individual people’s approaches to intentionality influence, and
are influenced by, those of others. Managers are particularly able to
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establish a precedent (p5). For those in customer-facing roles, the
meeting goals may be set according to the customers’ preferences
(P14). Hence, the more people attending the meeting, the more
difficult it can be to know how to be intentional in a way that will
meet their varying expectations.

“If my manager doesn’t do it, doesn’t expect me to do it, like

we both know it be nice to do, but if it’s not like that [...] social

weight on forcing you to do it.” (P5 - Product Development, 1C)

“Depending on...how a customer interacts, it could be quite
fluid. Some other customers would like to be a bit more rigid,
so I could probably bring up, say, an ADO board in terms
of tracking action items. Other customers don’t necessarily
want that, prefer more sort of flexible approach.” (P14 - Product
Development, IC)

Differing priorities and flexibility of expectations. The more atten-
dees there are, the more likely they are to have different priorities,
such as how to approach a particular project (P10 - sales, IC). A par-
ticipant who worked in Sales had noticed that customers cancel
meetings if the agenda is not explicitly aligned with their priorities
that day (P4 - sales, ic). Differences in expectations around flexibility
can cause tensions. If a very clear goal or agenda is set, attendees
may expect a meeting to cover all goals and not deviate (P11 - Sales,
ic). Hence, organizers may not provide clear goals, to flexibly ac-
commodate a range of different intentions.

‘.. my technical team is trying to solution and I'm like, pump
the brakes, we’re not there yet, right? [...] So that can be
challenging because they’re their engineers and they wanna
fix it....” (P10 - Sales, IC)

“It could be a double-edged sword cause you can’t deviate from
that topic. [... A] preconception of the meeting [...] is fine
in terms of preparation, but then it also limits you...” (P11 -
Sales, IC)

Hidden agendas and unequal relationships. A mismatch between
an individual’s actual intention for a meeting, and the explicitly
communicated goal, may be used surreptitiously (p4). To prevent
resistance, organizers may limit goal communication in the invita-
tion, waiting instead until the meeting starts (p15). P4 and P15 are
in Sales and Customer Support, respectively, so have to navigate
the unequal relationship when organising meetings in which they
are service providers.

“I'm not going to blatantly say, Hey, my goal for this call is to
get you to schedule meetings and give me more information’,
but I will pepper that into the conversation to try to pull it out
of him.” (P4 - Sales, IC)

“Maybe I won’t say exactly in the invite, like T'm concerned
that we’re behind on this’, right? I won’t actually say that, but
Iwill in the meeting, preface it by like, ‘Hey, I wanted to get us
together because I see that we’re behind and I want to figure
out how we can fix this.”” (P15 - Customer Support, Manager)

In other instances, participants were invited to meetings where
the goals were unclear. Sometimes, participants avoided clarifying
the goals with an organizer, as they were concerned about being
perceived as impolite (P2 - Research, IC), critical (P4, P13, P18) or igno-
rant (P15 - Customer Support, Manager). The perceived risks of offending
the organizer are higher in an ambiguous or unequal relationship,

CHI 24, May 11-16, 2024, Honolulu, HI, USA

meaning people are more likely to clarify the goals of a meeting if
they have an established relationship with the organizer.
“This meeting’s coming from an external customer and partner,
so it’s not something we can control. It’s one of those difficult
situations where you would like to go back and go, ‘Could you
put an agenda together, please?’ [... ] But this tends not to work
that well on that side of the relationship.” (P4 - Sales, IC)

“I think it’s probably that highly based on the attendees and
the existing relationship I have with them because I don’t want
to offend them if I decline their meeting or if I'm a jerk about,
hey, I'm not gonna come unless you tell me what the agenda
is, Lllrig‘ht?”(PlS - Customer Support, IC)

If a goal is communicated, this does not mean that attendees will
understand or agree with it. Organizers felt frustrated when atten-
dees had different interpretations of the goal (p4) or pushed back
on the goal, particularly (p21). P5 (Product Development, 1C) reported
having to “fight to be taken into account’, and have his perspective
as a UX designer heard within a business strategy meeting.

“Sometimes you set a goal and everyone kind of interprets it
differently, and so that can be super frustrating.” (P4 - Sales,
IC)

‘T feel like there is a lot of push back because [...] there is a fear
of actually stating goals and working toward those goals” (P21

- Administration, Manager)

Technology. In addition to calendar anxiety, scheduling meetings
may obstruct thinking about meeting goals (P19), especially if there
is time pressure to join the next meeting (p4). Meeting organizers
have to navigate multiple calendars and prior commitments and
prioritize between them, leading to a high mental load during sched-
uling. The scheduling process is complex and time-consuming due
to busy schedules, resulting in meetings booked far in advance (P13
- Research, 1C) (see also [75]). A long time between scheduling a meet-
ing and actually having it could end up diluting the intentionality
behind the meeting, as priorities and goals shift and change.

“If 'm going to the scheduling window [... ] I'm mostly focused
on the times, right? What, where are there any holes for me to
put this on and not so caring anymore about the goals.” (P19 -

Product Development, Manager)

‘T'm jumping to the next [meeting], so I need to quickly throw
it on, which is why I don’t fill out an agenda or anything.” (P4
- Sales, IC)

If an attendee is not part of pre-meetings or included in email
threads or chats, they can miss critical context (P6). The use of
multiple platforms for scheduling meetings, communicating about
the goals, and hosting the meetings, leads to disjointed information
(P16, P18). Hence, technological systems supposedly designed to
support meetings and wider collaboration can actually lead to the
fragmentation and obscuring of intentionality.

“I think because I'm going to have these conversations sep-
arately in pre-meetings as opposed to spelling it out in the
meeting itself, there could be some stuff lost in translation....”
(P6 - Product Development, Manager)

‘I’ve shared it in the Outlook invite, but as soon as someone
Jjoins in Teams, none of that context, [... ] other than the title of
the meeting, appears for me.[... ] Meeting notes are in Teams
or SharePoint, OneNote or Loop or whatever.” (P16 - Product

Development, Manager)
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4.3 Functional, Affective, and Interpersonal
Implications

Participants described how the goals, or lack of goals, for a meeting,
can have implications for functional aspects of that meeting, as
well as affective and interpersonal implications for organizers and
attendees.

4.3.1 Functional Implications. Goals, or a lack of them, can impact
processes of creating, cancelling and attending meetings, as well as
the scope of the discussion and preparation for the meeting.

Meeting creation, cancellation, and attendance. Many of our par-
ticipants talked about having too many meetings. In this context,
people must prioritize between different meetings and often try
to reclaim time back from meetings wherever they can, by can-
celling meetings without purpose (as discussed in §4.1.2). When
a meeting is seen as a means to an end, the end-goal can be used
as a prioritizing factor when deciding whether to hold a meeting,
or whether asynchronous tools could work better to achieve this
intention (p19).

“For the discussion, we have Azure DevOps. We have Teams
for when we need to integrate. We have tools like Loop in
order to collaborate and write things concurrently. Those are
the ones that are useful to do asynchronously.” (P19 - Product
Development, Manager)

Six participants (p3, P8, P10, P13, P18, P19) mentioned that they
were less likely to attend a meeting without a clear goal. All partici-
pants reported having inquired with a meeting organizer to clarify
the intention behind the meeting.

“Talways try to find out what is the purpose of the meeting. So
sometimes based on that information, I'm going to not attend
the meeting.” (P8 - Customer Support, IC)

While not attending a meeting to reclaim time can be helpful for
the invitee, it may not be beneficial for those who see the meeting
as an end in itself, such as to connect with a customer.

Adaptability and discovery. If the meeting is seen as primarily a
place for discussion and ad-hoc problem-solving, organizers may
think that adapting to the needs of the attendees is more important
than stating a clear goal. People who work with customers often
prioritize this, so they can align and adjust to their customers’ needs
and desires at that given time.

‘T also want to make it clear that I'm here for [the customer]
and we can discuss whatever [the customer]| wants.” (P4 - Sales,
IC)

Team meetings may also benefit from prioritizing flexibility and
adaptability over setting clear goals (or balancing “order and open-
ness” [52]). In particular, recurring meetings can be seen as a time
and place for people to get together on immediate problems, what-
ever they may be. A meeting that can pivot and address issues that
are “top of mind”for the attendees can be more reactive to “pressing”
needs (P20).

“You should be able to just let go of something that was planned,
to just go with something more pressing for the team at the
time.” (P20 - Administration, Manager)

For both internal meetings and meetings with external customers,
there was an understanding that allowing the meeting discussion
to progress freely could lead to the discovery of unexpected ideas or
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opportunities. Describing her role as the “CIA of the company”, P4
(Sales, IC) noted that a relaxed approach to meetings can help her to
gather new information from customers. P3 (Administration, Manager)
explicitly described the trade-off between discovery and achieving
goals.

“If it feels a little bit more off-the-cuff and loosey-goosey, cus-

tomers tend to share more as opposed to constraining them-

selves to just the topics at hand.” (P4 - Sales, IC)

“You’re not necessarily going to achieve your goals and that’s

OK, because actually you participate in a much richer discus-

sion for something else... Occasionally conversations can go

off on tangents, but sometimes that might be a good thing.” (P3

- Administration, Manager)

Staying on track. While open discussion can lead to the explo-
ration and discovery of new ideas, participants perceived that this
must be balanced against the risk of getting side-tracked. While P4
preferred organising off-the-cuff meetings, she found that unclear
goals can lead to a meeting getting off track. P9 thought that while
not all meetings require an agenda, he expects there to be at least
some “guardrails”for the conversation. This tension was recognized
in organizers and attendees alike, and in participants across product
development (P1), sales (P4, P9), and administration (P20, P21).

“We have a standard meeting right now, that’s every other
week and I feel like the goals are very vague and oftentimes
we get on and the conversation is completely sidetracked by
what’s top of mind for them.” (P4 - Sales, IC)

“If there is no agenda. .. I guess you need to kind of be vigilant
on staying on topic, right?” (P1 - Technical and Facilities, 1C)

When someone sees a meeting as a means to an end, they may
perceive open discussions as an inefficient way to achieve these
ends. P21’s role in administration and strategy includes advising
on and running meetings for others; she noted that talking alone
may not be enough to achieve outcomes.

“We’ll talk about it’ doesn’t always generate formidable, ac-
tionable work.” (P21 - Administration, Manager)

Some individuals see it as their responsibility or opportunity to
make the most of the time demarcated by the meeting if there isn’t
a clearly stated goal or agenda. They may use the time to “get the
ﬂOO}‘ to get all [their] ;stuﬁﬁg‘ui‘ed out” (P15 - Customer Support, Manager),
or to “push and nudge the meeting” even if they’re not the facilitator
(P21 - Administration, Manager).

Using the meeting time to achieve one’s own intentions can be
perceived as domineering by other attendees, and was perceived to
happen more often when there is no overall goal for the meeting.

“There are instances where some people, because they love to
speak, love to talk, they go on and on and forgetting that we’ve
run out of time. That generally happens within meetings where
the agenda is not clear or, if there is and that’s clear, people
are just not following it.” (P2 - Research, 1C)

Preparation. If the expected goal of a meeting is communicated,
it allows attendees to prepare for the meeting, to ensure those goals
are achieved. This preparation can be as simple as getting into the
right “mindset” for a meeting (P11 - Sales, I1C), or ‘just turn [their]
brain on the right channel” (P13 - Research, IC).

Some people, such as P18, reflected that he has to “mentally
prepare” for meetings that lack explicit goals.
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“When there is no agenda, for these a lot of these recurring
meetings... I've prepared for the chaos of rambling about topics
and participating in that context.” (P18 - Customer Support, 1C)
Clear goals can also allow more intensive preparation, like gath-
ering certain information or forming an opinion (P12, P13, P14, P15.)

“It tells me how to show up. Is this a brainstorm or is it a share
facts meeting? If it’s brainstorm, then I might not prepare
anything or...yeah, I might not prepare as much as if it’s
‘bring your information™ (P13 - Research, IC)

“If I were creating an agenda for this, I would mark those out
in bulleted points ahead of time.. and try and give everyone at
least 48 hours to formulate an opinion or get the information
or materials together so that our meeting runs smoother.” (P12
- Product Development, IC)

A lack of clear goals or purpose for the meeting can lead to a
lack of preparation for that meeting. P14 described how if certain
attendees are “not prepared for it, then ... it can destroy the outcome
of the meeting.” (P14 - Product Development, 1C)

While customers may treat a meeting as a time for open consul-
tation, P14 described how customers can become “a bit despondent”
when he doesn’t have the right information to hand.

“If you had told me beforehand, I would have got the infor-
mation for you. Now I'm in a position where all I can say is T
don’t know, I will have to find the information for you’ which
kills the meeting because you can’t proceed.” (P14 - Product

Development, 1C)

This speaks to the affective and interpersonal implications of
setting and communicating meeting purpose, which we explore in
more detail in the following section.

4.3.2  Affective and Interpersonal Implications. Meetings with goals,

or alack of them, can cause people to experience feelings of (un)certainty,

disrespect, and pressure; we address these respectively.

Certainty and Paranoia. If the expected goals for a meeting are
communicated, it allows attendees to predict what the meeting will
be about. Five participants (P2, 7, P8, P20, P21) described communi-
cating goals as leading to clearer expectations.

Alternatively, a lack of clear goals can make a one-off meeting
unpredictable. P18 and P15 both described feelings of uncertainty
when invited to meetings without a clear goal or context. For P18,
this was a concern about not being able to reply comprehensively
to unexpected questions:

“T'won’t walk into a meeting where the attendee list is a combi-
nation I'm not expecting and if the meeting subject isn’t really
clear...I don’t wanna come in and have the organizer say, OK,
P18, give us the status on blah. Like whoa, I don’t know what
you’re talking about.” (P18 - Customer Support, IC)

For P15, a lack of clear goals for the meeting could lead to a
feeling of paranoia. When brought into an ongoing meeting, where
she had been told “the general topic, but there was there was no
goals”, she described a sense of uncertainty and trepidation around
her involvement in the meeting.

“Talso wasn’t sure if I was being brought into this because they
genuinely needed to know my perspective. Or was it? Were
they trying to like, catch me in something?” (P15 - Customer
Support, Manager)
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(Dis)respecting time. When a meeting is understood to have a
purpose, the organizer often uses this goal to justify taking up peo-
ple’s time. They perceive people’s time to be precious and limited,
and so demonstrate respect by clearly justifying why the time is
required for their meeting.

“Being respectful of people’s time, I'm always trying to think
about what are actionable goals of this meeting.” (P3 - Admin-
istration, Manager)

When asked if his attitude as an organizer differed from that of
others, P18 responded:

‘I'm more respectful of their schedule. To me, time is very
important and if 'm gonna ask for somebody’s time, I wanna
have a reason for it.” (P18 - Customer Support, IC)

If a meeting lacks a goal outside of itself, some people perceive
the meeting to be wasting their time.

“Istill really want to have topics beforehand because I often find
that recurring meetings just turned into a waste of time because
there’s no set agenda.” (P15 - Customer Support, Manager)

After attending a meeting where there was “no reason”for them
to be there, P12 (Product Development, IC) reflected: T feel like my time
is wasted, and I get a little salty about it.”

Some people take it upon themselves to drive good meeting
practice, if they perceive their time being wasted. However, taking
this responsibility can result in feelings of discomfort (P16, P21) or
further resentment. Others mentioned that maintaining attention
and engaging was more difficult in meetings that had no end-goal
or clear agenda (p7, P14, P17).

“T’ll kind of try to push them to practice good meeting habits,
right? [...] It’s tiring. Yeah, I'm just like I shouldn’t have to do
that.” (P16 - Product Development, Manager)

‘I zone out. I don’t listen, I'm chatting with other things, work-
ing on other things, multitasking, getting things done.” (P17 -

Technical and Facilities, Manager)

Pressure and Accountability. If a meeting is seen to as a means to
an end, there could be an expectation that attendees will commit to
and act to achieve those ends. As a result, meetings with goals and
expected outcomes can be seen as being more “pressurizing” (P2 -
Research, IC).

P20 (Administration, Manager) said she distributed timed agendas
ahead of a meeting to ensure that individuals feel under pressure
to keep to their own time: “That’s the guilt. That’s the pressure that
people have in their head.”

While others perceive that setting and communicating goals
can ensure accountability, they also acknowledged that this can
make others uncomfortable or even “fearful... because they want the
freedom to just not be accountable” (P21 - Administration, Manager). If some
people want commitment to meeting outcomes, and others want
to avoid committing, this can lead to understandable frustration on
both sides (p15, p21).

5 DISCUSSION: DESIGNING FOR
INTENTIONAL MEETINGS

As our findings have shown, people have a rich variety of intentions
for their meetings, though the clarity and concreteness of these
intentions vary across people and meetings, and some intentions
may be dissonant. Current calendar and meeting software does
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not support people in reflecting on their intentions, nor does it
include space designed to enable people to express their meeting
intentions to others (See Figure 1). For many in this organization
(and, we surmise, many other organizations), time pressures are
extreme, and so meetings have become a too-convenient container
with the facade of easy scheduling and dynamism in the moment
[7]. As such, the status quo is to have meetings, but then leaves
people to manage their intentions for those meetings either implic-
itly or via ad-hoc methods which differ across people, teams, and
organizations, and are disconnected from calendar and meeting
systems. As a result, intentions for a meeting, expressed as ‘meeting
goals’, are often communicated poorly, not at all, or misunderstood
[19, 44]. The problem is exacerbated by the fragmentation of in-
formation workers’ attention across multiple tasks and software
and the demands on them to manage and respond to queries across
these spaces. This fragmentation means that intentional behavior is
de-prioritized in favor of habitual behavior: responding to emails,
meetings, calendar invites, chat messages, and task trackers. This
leads to a counterproductive cycle of less intentionality and more
reliance on default ways of working.

We argue that software should support workers in regularly
reflecting on their intentions for meetings, acting on them, and
where relevant, communicating their intentions to others. Designing
for intentionality is about creating tools for thought, as imagined
by Licklider, Engelbart, and others [60]. Norman [54] argues that
designing technology to encourage more ‘reflective cognition’ can
increase intentional decision-making. In a way, this accords with
“slow technology” that encourages people to slow down [4, 23];
however, rather than simply contrasting it with “fast” technology
that promotes efficiency, slowing down can also promote efficiency
by providing the time to make more intentional choices [58, 59].

Supporting intentionality does not mean that every meeting
should have an explicitly communicated set of goals. For some meet-
ings, it may be best that goals are implicitly understood. However,
supporting intentionality encourages people to reflect on meetings
and meeting cultures, as organizers or attendees, to ensure that
intentions are followed through in whatever way is appropriate.

Once overarching intentions are surfaced and prioritized, they
can help people select the appropriate tools, rather than reach for
defaults. One version of this is making intentional choices about
when meetings or asynchronous modalities may be better suited to
goals. Asynchronous modes may give people more time to consider
details, relevant connected issues, and alternatives, and they may
ultimately be more time-efficient because composing a message
and reading a message take very different amounts of time. They
are also more searchable in the moment and over time, reducing
the burden of some spontaneous meetings. A team that has a place
that everyone is expected to update regularly and is considered the
ground truth should be able to reserve meetings for time-critical
issues, reducing the burden of meetings both for those who fume
at goalless get-togethers and for those who find meetings difficult
due to personal preference or differing abilities.

The best meetings promote activities that benefit from the fast
give-and-take and emergent content of interactivity (especially
when remote or hybrid). Indeed, sometimes issues arising in an
extended email thread may be best resolved through a meeting.
Similarly, many workers value meetings for building relationships.
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However, the cadence and location of meetings are also a relevant
part of this choice. Companies that wish to succeed at fully remote
or hybrid work might find that maintaining relationships (especially
internal relationships) may be better achieved via in-person events
held at intervals of months to quarters (logistics permitting), than
weekly or fortnightly online meetings held only for that purpose
even while poorly suited to it [7]. Relatedly, many of those who
resist the concept of communicating specific goals for meetings
intended to be about open and emergent sharing may be setting
themselves up for difficulties if attendees find that a place to talk is
not a reason to talk.

5.1 When, where, and how to support
intentionality?

As we have highlighted throughout the analysis, there are multiple
time points and interfaces where the system could support inten-
tionality, either by encouraging self-reflection to clarify intentions,
explicit communication of intentions, or both. Temporally, people’s
intentions can be probed when people first decide to set a meeting,
at the time of meeting invitation creation, one or two days before
a meeting, just prior to the meeting start time, at the start of a
meeting, throughout the meeting, and even after the meeting ends
(Figure 3A). If appropriate, these intentions can be translated into
explicit goals that can be communicated to others via interfaces in-
cluding calendar invitations, emails, chat messages, task managers,
and the meeting interface itself (Figure 3B).

5.1.1  Value of a goals field in meeting scheduling. Surfacing inten-
tionality can have different impacts at different time points. From
the responses above, the most critical time is when an organizer is
thinking about how to achieve work and has decided to schedule a
meeting. Calendar invitation interfaces have numerous potential
entry points for setting meetings, and so an intervention at the
time of scheduling could help people decide on whether a meeting
is the right tool to achieve their goals, and if so, communicate the
reasons for it to attendees. As we mentioned in our introduction,
as an exploratory probe in our interviews, we asked participants
to consider a ‘meeting goals’ field in the context of calendar and
meeting software (e.g., Figure 3C). We asked them to imagine the
idea and respond and then asked them if they would prefer free
text or one of the sets of options for meeting goals that we used as
part of the initial interview quantitative probe (see Supplementary
Materials for details). Here we outline their responses to round out
the value of this simple feature.

Overall, participants thought this would be helpful for meeting
organizers (P18, P20), and attendees (p6, P14). If a meeting is indeed
appropriate, it can help people consider an agenda and other pre-
meeting material to support their meeting goals. A meeting goals
field may ensure that organizers have a “very specific purpose in
mind” (P20 - Administration, Manager), and “clarify why they’re doing it”
(P18 - Customer Support, IC), which may be particularly valuable when
people view meeting goals as a set of discussion topics (as per
Section 4.1.2). In short, it can help people distinguish between the
what and why of their meetings, and communicate this to others.
This could help in “aligning expectations”between organizers and
attendees, and help attendees know “what to expect from their side”
(P20 - Administration, Manager), thereby providing certainty to attendees
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(A) Timepoints for supporting intentionality
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Figure 3: Designing for intentionality. There are many timepoints (A) and interfaces (B) where intentionality can be probed and
surfaced. An example is a ‘meeting goals’ field in a calendar invitation (C), used as an exploratory probe during our interviews.

and preventing potential paranoia driven by a lack of information
(as per §4.3.2). An explicit meeting goals field could allow partici-
pants to review meeting goals and agendas before they accept (P14
- Product Development, IC), and offer a consistent place for attendees to
“always look at this meeting goal field for any meeting” (P6 - Product
Development, Manager). Thus, a meeting goals field can help (a) organiz-
ers to decide on whether they need a meeting in the first place, (b)
invitees to decide on whether they should attend, and (c) attendees
to adequately prepare for the meeting as needed (as per §4.3.1).
For organizers, some participants valued the idea of a meeting

goals field due to its ability to prompt themselves amidst the frag-
mentation and time pressure of work (P13, P6, P4), a key obstacle to
setting meeting goals identified in §4.2.2. P5 even felt that it should
be mandatory.

“People are not naturally thinking about meeting goals. [It’s

good to] to prompt them before they sense hey, by the way, you

didn’t send any meeting goals you know - would you like to

check one of these?” (P6 - Product Development, Manager)

“..like you can’t set up a meeting... if you don’t set an agenda
and outcomes.” (P5 - Product Development, IC)

For invitees, the base level value of an organizer filling out this
field was proposed as understanding the broader aims (p16). Beyond
consuming the context, other participants felt that if an organizer
had provided the goals, then invitees could actively collaborate on
goal-setting (p4). This could also enable understanding how the
work in the meeting will be apportioned (r4). Thus, there is an op-
portunity to lift the organizational burden from meeting organizers,
particularly for large meetings with many different attendee roles
(as found in §4.2.2).

“..sharing the goals with the invite makes a lot of sense be-
cause it’s good context.” (P16 - Product Development, Manager)

“..you get a notification in your chat that says «Name»’s
outlined some goals for this meeting. Do you wanna review it
and add your own?” (P4 - Sales, IC)

“It would have would be nice to know does my colleague plan
on doing anything in the call or am I responsible fm; the full
30 minutes?” (P4 - Sales, IC)

Just before or at the start of meetings, a filled meeting goals
field can help people reaffirm goals (P16, P13), ensure clarity across
attendees, and motivate the agenda as an enabler of the meetings’
goals. In this way, it could help meetings stay on track (as per
§4.3.1).

“Usually the the meeting invitation is a little bit divorced from
the meeting itself because I'm usually not sending it out im-
mediately before. So I think I'm, because it would be there, I
assume, when I reopened the meeting to start it yes, seeing my
refresher of my goal is good.” (P13 - Research, IC)

This instantaneous reflection before a meeting could be particu-
larly useful before attending an instance of a recurring meeting. In
Figure 3B, the time between the creation of the invitation and the
start of the meeting increases as the recurring meeting continues
to run. As this time lengthens, the initial intention for the recurring
meeting could be forgotten or become irrelevant. It could there-
fore be useful to reflect on the intentions for recurring meetings at
regular intervals:

“If it was periodic, for instance, once a quarter, or once every
half year or something, on a recurring meeting, then OK. Then
then maybe there could be some value there to the meeting
organizer.” (P7 - Product Development, IC)

Prior meeting science research has pointed out that meeting
training is often lacking in organizations [61]. Several of our partic-
ipants perceived that a lack of training in meeting practices acted as
an obstacle to setting meeting goals (P12, P17). Embedding meeting
intentionality into calendar and meeting interfaces could act to
teach and/or reinforce these practices in people’s minds, so they
clarify meeting purpose more automatically:

“It’s kind of training the user, inadvertently, on how to run a
meeting and how to make a meeting successful right?” (P12 -
Product Development, IC).
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However, some participants were skeptical of a meeting goals
field because it may be too pressurizing (P2 - Research, IC), neglected
(P1 - Technical and Facilities, IC), OT difficult to update (P16 - Product Develop-
ment, Manager). Thus, although a meeting goals field has the potential
to strengthen certain norms and counter differences in personality
traits (as per §4.2.2), it may also succumb to these differences.

I feel like people would just write, you know, garbage in there
because for that meeting where it’s not important and then
at some point it’s just gonna be like a field people just ignore.”
(P1 - Technical and Facilities, 1C)

“Once the meeting is shared, if those goals need to change or
those goals need to be adjusted, it becomes harder for me to go
in and edit them, right?” (P16 - Product Development, Manager)

If a meeting goal field is included and has a prospective value at
the start of a meeting, it has a natural counterpart in retrospective
value at the end of a meeting. After meetings, re-surfacing the
proposed meeting goals can help people evaluate the meeting’s
effectiveness, and broader project planning, including whether a
follow-up meeting is necessary. It can also tie the meeting to future
work and ensure clarity and agreement across collaborators:

“It’s like, hey, what are your goals for this meeting? Type, type,
type, and then 5 minutes after and ‘How did you meet them all’
or, we thought it met three of five.” (P16 - Product Development,
Manager).

Indeed, this speaks to the accountability afforded by setting
clear meeting goals, and although some view this accountability
as ‘pressurizing’ (§4.3), a meeting goals field could help anticipate
potential misunderstandings before meetings begin.

5.1.2  Using Generative Al to Promote Meeting Goals and Intention-
ality. Generative Al offers an opportunity to support intentionality
in an interactive and contextually aware manner (e.g., [42]). In the
near future, generative Al can serve as a bridge across currently
fragmented software and workflows by eliciting and reinforcing
intentionality across workflow and project contexts—and old idea
now made more plausible with generative Al to cope with the huge
volume and variation of relevant materials in organizations [12]. For
example, LLMs can nudge people to self-reflect on their intentions
for a meeting in the context of available information, such as their
and others’ schedules, awareness of work, and project progress.
The interactive chat style of an LLM may overcome the cold start
problem of a blank field or a field that only suggests ‘write your
meeting goal here’. Enriched with contextual data, LLMs have the
potential to make currently ineffective dashboards (and the data
therein) [1] come alive via conversation.

Even without LLMs, self-reflection interventions in the work-
place have shown promise in helping people reflect on and achieve
their goals [33, 48]. Other work has explored the design space of
self-reflection, revealing a rich toolkit, including temporal informa-
tion, conversations, and comparisons [4-6]. Indeed, as evidenced by
participants in §5.1.1, a simple meeting goals field has the potential
to help prompt or people to think more intentionally about their
collaboration amidst the time pressure and routinization of work.

Once intentions are clarified, generative Al could reinforce them
in a contextually-aware manner across software and workflows.
For example, based on people’s scheduling input, metadata, and
invitee lists, LLMs could automate the creation of meeting goals and
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agendas, as suggested by some participants (P9, P10), and support
people in following through on their intentions in meetings. This
could help address the observed fragmentation and diffusion of
meeting-related information across software and workflows and
support users who face time constraints and who may differ in their
personalities and work priorities (as per §4.2.2 and §4.2.1).

“Oh yeah! If you could just have some sort of AI automation

when it comes to goals, that would probably save us a ton of

time in my team” (P9 - Product Development, IC)

‘T think that if it could help, like based on if I have a really

good name of a meeting and maybe I have like an agenda, like

if it was smart enough to say the goal should be this and make

recommendations that could change, I would use that, yeah.”

(P10 - Sales, IC)

This support could be in a manner akin to current notions of
private or meeting-wide facilitator bots (e.g. [32]), but generative
AT holds the promise of far more variety in methods for helping
people consider goals.

For example, at the point of setting a meeting, generative Al
might help an organizer visualize a set of alternative methods for
achieving a goal, involving a meeting or not, or, more far-reaching,
suggest different cadences of meetings or balances of synchronous
and asynchronous work. Generative AI's special value here is in
providing users with a range of contextually-informed ways of
understanding their alternate paths, from simple lists to flowcharts
and timelines, to cartoon or realistic storyboards, or even more
abstract concepts. Such systems could also track goal achievement
and suggest changes or even create and monitor experiments for
teams to try achieving goals faster or with less stress. They may
offer an opportunity for teams consisting of people with different
personalities, expectations, and priorities (as per §4.2.2) to find
agreeable and effective ways of collaborating. Moreover, generative
Al could be used to offer clarifications on meeting goals. Attendees
could pose questions about the meeting, confident that they will
not inadvertently offend the organizer. This could foster an environ-
ment of openness and information-sharing, tackling the obstacle of
psychological safety in clarifying meeting goals (as per §4.2.2).

In the more distant future, generative Al offers an opportunity
to re-imagine meeting interfaces entirely to be goal-driven rather
than AV-driven, reducing the one-size-fits-all meeting interfaces
that have led in part to videoconferencing fatigue. Interfaces that
are responsive to people’s intentions and relevant contexts could be
generated on the fly, such that an update round, a brainstorm, a sales
pitch, a brown-bag lunch, a happy hour, a games night, etc. could all
feature different configurations and representations of people and
resources, while also taking into account team and organizational
culture, and even ethnic and sub-group cultural norms and prefer-
ences. Such interfaces could also change to fit the different internal
phases of an activity, e.g. in an educational context, a class period
could transition people and resource configurations from lecture
to breakout to debate and summary phases. In any generated inter-
face, and across phases, then, goal-directed behavior would drive
the look and feel of the experience, making goal-directed behavior
explicit in meetings themselves and making explicit where any
given meeting fits into larger project or team goals. This would not
only help meetings stay on track and therefore be more effective,
but, due to generative AT’s flexibility, can also enable dynamically
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balancing adaptability and discovery with explicit goal setting in
meetings (as per §4.3.1).

While our work investigates meeting goals across a wide range
of work areas, meeting intentionality is likely to be highly specific
to the particular work being done. For example, customer support
and sales teams have to adapt to the practices of external customers
and companies, and their workflow is often directed by explicit
quotas and targets in a way that research is not. Future foundational
research can inform the design of generative Al systems so they
can deftly and intelligently support these varying work practices.

5.1.3  Challenges of Intentionality Interventions. Embedding inten-
tionality into meeting and collaboration systems may create new
demands on users’ time and attention, and increase the pressure
they feel at work.

In time-pressured work environments, users may perceive a sys-
tem’s cues for active intentionality to be another drain on their
cognitive resources and time. As scheduling meetings requires
extensive logistical effort [75], the key challenge is that cues for in-
tentionality may be simply ignored by organizers. In the days prior
to a meeting, both organizers and attendees in time-pressured work
environments are likely to prioritize other acute work needs over
reflection on a future meeting’s goals. And, again, in the moments
immediately before a meeting or at the meeting starts, the rush to
just start the meeting may well overpower the perceived need to re-
flect on its purpose. Dealing with this challenge—an instance of the
psychological phenomenon of temporal discounting [9]—thus re-
quires design that actively provides a sense of balancing immediate
time taken against later time saved.

During a meeting, an over-analysis of intention and goals could
distract from the content of the meeting, resulting in fewer decisions
being made and an over-critical stance on how time is being used.
The risk of ‘paralysis-by-analysis’ has been described in research
into management [37] and planning systems [41]. Rumination is
often highlighted as a risk of reflective practices, if one cannot find
a solution to a problem, but continues to think about it [16, 78].
As well as reminding users to be intentional, systems should guide
them to construct and articulate their intentions in a productive
way, so as to avoid negative cycles of introspection and analysis.
This challenge also has clear links to the division of attention that
is already occurring in online meetings—for example, the need to
attend to both the Audio/Video of the meeting and the meeting
chat [66]. Dealing with this challenge thus requires design that
dynamically adjusts peripheral and focused attention on goal needs.

By repeatedly surfacing intentionality, systems could be per-
ceived as applying pressure on users, contributing to greater feel-
ings of stress at work [50]. In the context of meetings, demanding an
explicit statement of intentionality could undermine a purpose of
‘connecting and being there’, resulting in a reduction in the number
of meetings with this purpose, or causing them to feel transactional
or forced. Further, in the worst case, promoting a culture of inten-
tionality as accounted for via technology might lead to employees
to feel that they are under workplace surveillance [47]. Dealing
with these challenges will require at least as much workplace pol-
icy and cultural management as technological design solutions to
engender trust, because they get to the heart of what it means to
work in a particular organization.
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6 CONCLUSION

Existing calendar and meeting systems provide canvases for plan-
ning and connection, but have overlooked the crucial need to assist
workers in clarifying the purpose of meetings. This is an issue
because workers may organize or attend meetings based on two
quite different mental models: meetings as a means to an end, and
meetings as an end in themselves. We thus conceptualize meetings
as mediating intentionality or as directly representing an intention.
Intentionality travels through the meeting lifecycle, from its con-
ceptualization to its execution. However, this intentionality can be
made material or obstructed at different moments. Obstructions,
clearly, may have negative impacts, including anxiety, resentment,
and time wastage. This may be recognized by organizers and at-
tendees, and while some workers are excellent at making their
intentionality material and bringing others along with them, many
others feel trapped in a status quo of too many meetings that lack
a clear purpose.

We argue that the fragmented ecosystem of calendaring, plan-
ning, and meeting technologies needs to do more to catalyze inten-
tionality. Intentionality should be made explicit across the meeting
lifecycle, such that goal-directed behavior is habituated. Intention-
ality should also be used to drive the design of new features in
planning, calendar, and meeting interfaces that augment intention-
ality as an accountable part of work, and may even be manifested
in interfaces that adapt and customize themselves to intentionality.
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