“Dr. Johnson has spent decades studying leadership and empathy,
and here she tells us in just one hour what to do so we get more
done, build better relationships, and get rid of those useless video
meetings that waste so much time. A must read!”
— Marshall Goldsmith, New York Times #1 bestselling author of
Triggers, Mojo, and What Got You Here Won’t Get You There
“While the competing interests about and conflicting needs for
camera use in video meetings persist, Dr. Johnson provides a disarmingly simple response: do what others need. In this book, through
the authentic voices of her research participants, she tells you exactly
what it is they want and how you can do it, starting now.”
— Mike Valentine, J.D., Ph.D., Former VP Human Resources,
New York Times Media; Clinical Professor of Human Capital
Management, NYU
“If you want virtual workers to thrive, virtual work must nurture
inclusion; without it, diversity dies. Here, Dr. Johnson shows you
how inclusivity can bloom when people come together in video
meetings.”
— Harold Hillman, Ph.D., Author of The Imposter Syndrome,
Fitting In, Standing Out, and EM-PA-THY: The Human Side of
Leadership
“The book is timely and relevant as companies begin to define
their new hybrid models on virtual work. Many boards have had to
operate in crisis mode while learning to deliberate in high-stakes
virtual meetings. Dr. Johnson’s breakthrough research shows us how
to ensure all voices are heard, and substantial alignment is achieved.”
— Charlotte Roberts, Ph.D., executive consultant, co-author of
The Mindful Board, The Dance of Change, and The Fifth Discipline
Fieldbook

“In her book, Making Virtual Work, Dr. Betty Johnson captures the
thorn in many of our sides—video meetings—that have become
all too common and too mundane. From the start of her section
‘Humans, not cameras, create the problems with video meetings,’
and throughout her book, she provides strong evidence on how
to get our virtual meetings unstuck—with panache, pizzazz, and
performance.”
— Mitch Kusey, Ph.D., corporate psychologist and best-selling
author on workplace civility, toxic behaviors, and culture
change, including Toxic Workplace! Managing Toxic Personalities
and Their Systems of Power
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For Mom

Leadership is not defined by the exercise of power but by the
capacity to increase the sense of power among those led.
—Mary Parker Follett
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ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Betty Johnson, Ph.D., has 30 years’ leadership and change consulting
experience. The firm she founded, Bridging the Difference LLC,
serves clients that include private, public, and non-profit leaders and
their teams. As president of this firm, Betty helps leaders recognize
the behavior-goal misalignments that impede their success, and
shows them how to bridge the difference to get extraordinary results.
Her firm’s proprietary methods are grounded in scientific
research, and all demonstrate measurable results. Those methods
germinated during Betty’s participation in an immersive program
at the U.S. Army War College in Carlisle, Pennsylvania. It was there
that—alongside senior leaders from American, Latin American,
and Asian militaries—Betty experienced first-hand how empathy is
learned through modeling others who exhibit it well. She observed
how those military leaders shine a gentle light on others’ biases and
challenge others’ assumptions, while maintaining a psychologically
safe environment. Their doing so leads to better decision-making and
fosters the sorts of relationships that last throughout a career.
Now, organization leaders around the globe consistently
describe the consulting, coaching, and training Betty provides as an
“empathetic process” that helps them to be better and do better. That
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process reflects her War College experience and her belief in the poet
Goethe’s words, “Treat people as they want to be, and you help them
become what they are capable of being.”
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he research I
present in this
skinny, get-to-thepoint book shows not
just what makes video
meetings exhausting,
but what makes them
not exhausting.

CH APTER 1

WISE ADVICE
FOR SAVVY LEADERS
You have great power. You enjoy the sense of accomplishment that
comes from hard work. You know you can be even stronger, can get
even more done, with a team of people who have talents you don’t
have or who enhance those you do have.
You know you can’t keep those good people unless you create
conditions that tap into their brainpower and stimulate their energy.
Those conditions include you being willing to increase their sense of
power. You get vicarious pleasure from that power-sharing. It’s one
way you show that you care about their success and trust them.
You also know that the most significant measure of whether
you’re a mediocre leader or a great leader is not how smart you are.
It’s not how driven you are. It’s not even how innovative you are. The
greatest measure of your worth as a leader is what your team says,
how they feel, about whether they are happy working for you. In an
ever-changing, hyper-competitive workplace and marketplace, for
you to truly be of worth as a leader, you know you must develop your
capacity for empathy.
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Hold Up. Say That Again. Empathy?
Yes. Empathy greases the wheels of productivity. Builds leadership
capacity in others. Makes your relationships with people stronger.
It fosters loyalty. Creates a sense of belonging. Even when work is
fraught with steep challenges, empathy helps smooth out the bumps.
What is empathy? Well, that’s what I call a fat question. There’s
a vast amount of scientific literature on this precious gem of human
interaction we call empathy. You can spend a lifetime studying what
empathy is and what it isn’t. So, I’ll keep it short. It’s not the squishy,
Kumbaya, let’s-all-hold-hands thing, or the wallowing in misery
that you might think it is. It’s leadership for change. It’s mentally
understanding someone else’s emotions, relating to them so that what
they feel resonates within you, and doing something that helps them.
The intention of this book is for you to use empathy so that
you and your team get more done and build positive relationships
through your video meetings. Here, I hope to put to rest some wrong
ideas and create some useful understanding. You’ll hear the voices
of virtual workers who aren’t happy. These are the people who have
the most to gain from your knowing what they feel, letting it resonate
within you, then doing something that makes things better. With the
practical advice they present to you, you’ll be ready to do the logical
thing—starting tomorrow morning—that helps you and them
accomplish more and do it by working together in ways that make
everybody happy.

Where Do the Data Come From?
This book is straight talk from scientific research. I gathered the data
in August 2020, five months into U.S. work-from-home mandates
associated with COVID-19. Even as workers return to their offices,
the data remain relevant.
You’ll hear the exact words of virtual workers from all organizational hierarchy levels, from office assistant to CEO. Their exasperated
2
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voices will tell you everybody is not happy. You’ll hear executives say
things like, “If I have to be in one more Zoom meeting today, I’m
going to lose it.” You’ll listen to individual contributors say things like,
“It used to be really challenging to be in all those meetings at work.
Now it’s just impossible. I’m an introvert and that video thing just
wears me out. At the end of the day, there’s nothing left.”
Likely, you’re already astute about the issue of “Zoom fatigue.”
You’ve read countless blogs, heard multiple interviews, seen presentation after presentation, and you subscribe to newspapers and
industry publications that give advice. You know that video meetings
are here to stay because cross-geography teams are the new norm.
You’ve heard opinions about how to alleviate worker distress from
video meetings and been told how you can show up to be more
successful. My research shows some of that advice only reinforces the
problems.
Some early 2021 scientific studies consider Zoom fatigue to be
a problem primarily created by how video platforms work. Those
studies focus on the technologies as the source of physical exhaustion.
That well-designed, masterfully conducted research is valuable to our
understanding of worker stress because physical energy is necessary
to doing one’s job. But my data show the physical exhaustion from
how the technology works and doesn’t work isn’t the root problem
with video meetings.

Humans, Not Cameras, Create the Problem With
Video Meetings
The main problem is what people do with each other while using
video meeting platforms. It’s human behavior that creates exhaustion.
It’s the qualities of their striving to achieve a social performance that
burns people out. It’s what they, and probably you, do before and
during video meetings that sends people to the end of their rope.
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This book isn’t just about how you stop doing those things. It’s
also about what you can start doing—right now—to turn video
meetings into workplaces where people thrive. To make virtual work.
Stopping what makes things worse and starting what makes
things better requires empathy. Otherwise, you will take wrong steps,
resulting in painful social gaffes, disengagement, and demotivation
due to your lack of understanding about how others feel.
Making virtual work requires that you understand how people
feel in response to what you do. It requires that you relate to the pain
they feel because of what you do and don’t do. It requires that you
take action to make things better for them. And by doing that, you
make things better for yourself. That’s what this book is about.

What’s Here? Both the Diagnosis and the Cure
for Zoom Fatigue
The research I present in this skinny, get-to-the-point book shows
not just what makes video meetings exhausting, but what makes
them not exhausting. It shows what makes video meetings useless
and what makes them beneficial. My research supports everything
you read here, every claim, every quote, and every statistic. If you
want a deeper dive, you can download the complete 276-page study
at https://aura.antioch.edu/etds/623/. But you’re busy. That’s why I
wrote this slimmed-down, cut-to-the-chase version.
This book is a straight-talk short story that reveals what virtual
workers say causes their woes and what they wish, like heck, you
would do. All quotation marks on every page let you know this is
straight from the mouths (well, the finger-typing) of virtual workers
in roles across the organizational hierarchy. These are their verbatim
words, the things they admit to when they’re guaranteed anonymity.
Read it and weep.
If you’re listening to an audio version of this book and can’t see
the quotation marks, you will hear the authenticity ring through in
what they say. And as you listen to precisely what they tell you to do
4
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so that video meetings become more energizing and valuable, you’ll
feel compelled to do it.
I wrote this thin book so we could make the best use of everyone’s
time. To paraphrase mathematician Pascal, if we’d had more time,
I would have made it shorter! But the clock ticks and every day is
Blursday. Workers are begging us to lighten their load, to remove the
burdens, the hassles, and the irritants that come with video meetings.
If we listen—if we put ourselves in their seats—we can act in ways
that lift those burdens. We can, together, uplift people in their virtual
workplaces so they thrive.

This Book Is About to Tell You How
Let’s do it.
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meetings. Indeed, it is hard to demonstrate mutual respect if video meetings force virtual
Amy Edmondson, Ph.D., Professor of Leadership and Management at the Harvard
Business School and best-selling author of
, Teaming to
Innovate, and Building the Future, among other titles
“Get this book. Listen to the virtual workers who say they are captives chained to their
Mark Goulston, Ph.D., M.D., Psychiatrist, consultant, passionate social activist,
and author/co-author of nine books on listening, thinking, and taking action that
helps others

a pragmatic and research-based guide to make virtual work work. It is a guide and
inspiration that all leaders need right now.”
, Professor of Business Administration and Psychology at the
University of Michigan and author of multiple books and more than 100 research
papers and monographs on bringing out the best in employees and organizations
health is at stake. Read what they say and do what they implore you to do.”
David Livingston, Ph.D., US based Corporate Healthcare Executive
“With a conversational and fun-to-read style informed by science, Dr. Johnson concisely
explains why everyone has “Zoom fatigue.” Using leaders’ personal stories and selfassessment activities, you will learn what is broken and how focusing on emotions and
format.”
Alicia Grandey, Ph.D., Liberal Arts Professor at Penn State and co-author of
Emotional Labor in the 21st Century: Diverse Perspectives on Emotion Regulation
at Work
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