
 

 

It’s time to step up your (digital) game 
Creating genuine connections in a virtual world  

By Debra Grommons 

It’s 8:00 Monday morning. You head into your home office and log into Zoom for your weekly leadership 

team meeting. As you are reviewing the recruiting numbers with the team, you notice Alicia appears to 

be texting, Allen is talking to someone off camera, and Jason has turned off his video. 

Then it hits you; everyone is connected, but no one is actually connecting.  

Your team, once a tight-knit, hard-working group of leaders, now seems uninspired. You’ve done 

everything all the COVID-inspired, team-building articles, blogs, and podcasts told you to do to keep 

your team engaged virtually, and it worked for a while.  

Why isn’t it working now? 
Relationship building is a core competency for leaders in financial security; to succeed in the profession, 

leaders must be skilled in developing warm relationships and networks. In 2020, those relationship-

building skills were put to the test. “There is a magnifying glass on who we are as leaders,” says Michelle 

Hubert, Regional VP at Farm Bureau Financial Services. “You can’t hide in adversity. You have to step up 

and find a way to lead.” 

Financial security leaders certainly stepped up to the 2020 challenge, but it was a long year. If your team 

seems tired, it’s probably because they are. Americans are working, on average, three hours longer each 

day than they were before the pandemic.1  

And, it appears that many of those working hours have been spent on video calls. In December 2019, 

Zoom had an estimated 10 million daily meeting participants. In April 2020, there were more than 300 

million.2 Those numbers don’t include the millions of people using other collaboration platforms. For 

example, Microsoft Teams users increased from 20 million in November 2019 to 115 million in 

November 2020.3  

Once a novelty, all those virtual meetings have become a bit exhausting. It turns out our brains must 

work harder to process information on video calls.4 There’s even a name for it: Zoom fatigue—the 

“tiredness, worry, or burnout associated with overusing virtual platforms of communication.”5  

But, for all its drawbacks, videoconferencing is still one of the best ways to connect virtually. “We aren’t 

using technology to its full potential,” says Devin Gaffney, Field Training and Professional Development 

Leader with AAA Life Insurance Company. “After a year of videoconferences, people have reached a 

fatigue point. We learned how to use Zoom to run meetings, but we aren’t leveraging its features to get 

people fully engaged.” 

In short—it’s time to step up our digital game. 

Follow the four-minute rule 
“There is so much more we can do to engage people on video calls,” Gaffney says. “We have to stop 

thinking of videoconferencing as a communication tool and start thinking of it as an opportunity to 

collaborate.” Most videoconferencing platforms offer breakout rooms, polls, and whiteboards—tools 

learning and development professionals use to foster group collaboration and problem solving.   

Hoopis Performance Network (HPN) has been using digital learning and virtual classroom technology for 

more than a decade. “People think virtual learning is a webinar with a few polling questions,” says Joey 



 

 

Davenport, President and Principal with HPN, “but the virtual classroom experience can be so much 

more.” HPN teaches its facilitators to involve participants early and often. “When you aren’t face-to-

face, you’re competing for attention with everything else that is going on,” Davenport says. “As a rule, 

you should try to involve participants every four minutes.”  

Building team participation into your agenda will help keep your team engaged during virtual meetings. 

Take a poll, switch presenters, ask a question—anything that gets people actively involved every four 

minutes. 

Change it up 
Hubert quadrupled communications with her team at the onset of the pandemic. Almost a year later, 

she’s still communicating frequently but has switched it up with texts, phone calls, emails, and 

webinars—including arranging a Finseca Cares Act webinar exclusively for Farm Bureau agents.  

Brian Wilson, Sales Director with Mutual of Omaha, has also cut back on video calls. “People needed 

frequent communication in the beginning,” he says. “I held daily Zoom training sessions for about four 

weeks. Some of my advisors told me that’s what kept them going.”  By mid-summer, Wilson began to 

cut back on video meetings. “I realized I was becoming white noise. I needed to change things up.”  

Wilson now uses text to check individual advisor activity each day and Slack for team communications. “I 

started with five channels,” he says, “and now we’re up to 11 different discussion topics.” Wilson has a 

team check-in via Slack each morning and a “victory check-out” at the end of each day. “I don’t care if 

it’s personal or professional; I want to hear about one success you had today,” Wilson tells his team. 

Even leaders at HPN don’t use videoconferencing exclusively. “Pick up the phone and do some old-

fashioned outreach,” Davenport recommends. “Using the phone is a differentiator in today’s 

environment, and people notice differences more than similarities.”  

Get personal 

Finseca Foundation research has shown that the most successful financial security leaders go beyond 

simply building rapport and camaraderie in their teams. They take deliberate action to develop strong, 

personal connections.6  

“Developing strong connections requires intentional effort,” says Mick White, Founder of the 100 Year 

Manifesto. “We have to reframe how we define connecting, which is often centered around common 

interests rather than deep, personal relationships.” 

“Get beyond the superficial,” White continues, “Don’t ask how someone is doing, ask, ‘How are you 

really doing?’ The word really changes everything—in conversations, in relationships, and in leadership.” 

Wilson agrees, “We used to take relationships for granted—as though they would develop organically 

on their own. Now we have to make an effort to connect. We thought we were connecting before, but 

we weren’t. Relationships are much deeper now. We appreciate each other more.” 

Wilson performs what he calls “welfare checks” with his team. He touches base regularly with each 

team member to check on their welfare. “It isn’t a work call,” he says, “I just want to see how they’re 

doing and give them a chance to talk about what’s going on in their lives.” 

HPN has a similar process. “Our leadership team makes a conscious effort to pick up the phone and call 

members of the team,” Davenport says, “especially team members we don’t interact with regularly. 

When we were in the office, we’d see each other. Now, it’s easy to go months without speaking to 

people you don’t work with on a day-to-day basis. You have to make an effort to connect.” 



 

 

Even simple gestures can create meaningful connections. At AAA Life, Gaffney’s team shared pictures of 

their home workspaces to give each other a glimpse into their new work-at-home lives. Hubert and 

Davenport ship care packages to their teams, including snacks for meetings, sanitizer and masks, and 

Starbucks gift cards. “People need to know they are loved and cared for,” Hubert says. 

Go first 
How can leaders create deeper connections within their teams? White says leaders must go first. “Be 

the first one to share, the first one to admit it’s challenging, and the first one to ask for help.” 

What White and the other leaders are describing is authentic leadership—a willingness to lead with 

vulnerability and transparency—being willing to say, “This is hard, and I’m struggling with this, too.” At 

the same time, leaders must be aware of the challenges their teams are facing. “I don’t have children at 

home,” Hubert shares, “so I have to remember that others are struggling with things like childcare and 

homeschooling. As leaders, we have to give people the space they need to be successful. We have to be 

plugged in enough to know when someone needs help.” 

Pay it forward 
Creating deep connections is not a one-way conversation. “We have to teach these skills to our 

leadership teams,” Gaffney says, “and they need to teach their teams, so it becomes a fluid process up, 

down, and across the organization.” 

If there is a silver lining to 2020, perhaps it is that we have learned to value genuine connections and 

have taken deliberate steps to create deeper relationships. “We’ve been talking about culture for 

years,” Wilson says, “now is our chance to do something about it. We can come out of this better than 

before.” 

Debra Grommons has more than 20 years of experience in the financial security profession as a researcher, writer, and learning 

and development leader. She is founder and principal of The Write Words, a writing and editing services company.  
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