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1 Introduction
Meetings, and the need for them, are often described
as the scourge of productivity. On the other hand,
as an advisor, meetings are the main tool for work-
ing with students and actually doing research. As
teaching and administrative loads grow, meetings
are in some weeks the only opportunity for an advi-
sor to engage in active thinking about solutions to
research challenges. Often, they are in fact the best
part of my day. Over the years, I have refined the
meeting structure of my team and have settled on
the following framework.

1-on-1s 1 student | biweekly | 5-15 min
personal things, teaching, progress

Miniteams 2–3 students | weekly | 90 min
core research, current challenges

Miditeams 3–5 students | monthly | 120 min
core research, framework, planning

Maxiteam entire team | weekly | 60 min
organization, travel planning, teaching plan-
ning, status updates

After acknowledging related work on the topic of
meetings in Section 2, Section 3 explains these meet-
ing types in more detail.

2 Related work
Countless articles and books o!er advice on how
to structure and optimize meetings. Rather than
reviewing those techniques, I restrict this “related
work” section to articles that have previously ap-
peared in the “Advice to Mid-Career Researchers”
column of SIGMOD Record.

Surprisingly, in prior articles in this series, meet-
ings have played only a small role. Anastasia Ail-
amaki emphasizes “[. . . ] the importance of regular
(weekly) meetings and having a student assigned to
the project to keep a collaboration alive” [1] – such
meetings serve as a heartbeat for projects, and this

is true also for internal meetings between students
and advisors.

Angela Bonifati notes“[. . . ] even if you have post-
docs, you should still make sure to meet with all
your students individually every week or at least
every two weeks” [2] – I cannot agree more. Ul-
timately, advisors are responsible for the members
of their teams – their well-being and their success.
Postdocs provide valuable feedback and contribu-
tions, but cannot replace the experience of an advi-
sor. Apart from guiding students, a significant part
of a postdoc’s motivation is, rightly so, to advance
their own science, while the advisor’s motivation is
the successful graduation of the students. Most of
the time, these goals align, but when they do not,
advisors can provide guidance.

Qiong Luo provides recommendations about group
size: “I find it most productive and enjoyable with
a group of 4-5 students, as I can have weekly one-
on-one meetings with each of them and guide them
individually.” [3] Here, I agree and disagree: 1-on-
1 meetings are needed, but scale less well than the
mini-team structure we practice.

3 Meetings with PhD students
In a busy week, with many administrative meetings,
teaching hours, reviewing, etc., meetings with stu-
dents are almost my only opportunity to actually
do proper, concrete research. They are the most
fun part of my day and have a high priority when
fixing a schedule. To achieve this setting, it is im-
portant to consider the participants, the content,
and the goals of this meeting. In particular, I want
to avoid the default weekly 1-on-1 student meeting:
in my experience, these meetings tend to devolve
into a report of what the student has done in the
past week, some feedback, and planning for next
steps. While this can work well, it also misses sev-
eral opportunities.

After many years (almost decades) of tweaking
and experimenting, I have settled on what we call
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mini-team meetings as my main form of meetings
with students: we cluster our team topically into
groups of 2–3 PhD students and meet on a weekly
basis for meetings that last 90–120 minutes, depend-
ing on mini-team size, together with any involved
postdocs and me as advisor. In addition, we do
hold brief 1-on-1 meetings, update-meetings with
the entire team and larger meetings on demand.

1-on-1s: Every week, I have a fixed slot for 1-on-
1 meetings in a fixed order, so that I meet each
student (and postdoc) once every two weeks. It is
understood that each of those individual meetings
can have a variable length (typically 5–15 minutes),
so I ask all students to be flexible and simply join
when I have wrapped up the previous one. These
1-on-1s are reserved for quick personal and organi-
zational updates, such as upcoming trips, holiday
planning, or submission strategies. Also, we discuss
upcoming teaching duties, for instance, to align lec-
tures and exercises. Students (and I) usually resist
the urge to discuss research topics, instead leaving
them for the mini-team meetings.

Mini-team meetings: Grouping students into topi-
cal mini-teams was the key insight into our meeting
structure. The weekly meeting duration is typically
30 min per student, with an understanding that we
do not strictly allot that amount of time to each
student. Instead, we spontaneously decide who goes
first and discuss research issues as long as needed
before moving on to the next student. Only some
oversight is needed to ensure that all students have
at least some discussion time.

The meetings do not have the typical reporting
nature (“last week I did ...”), in which students feel
the need to prove their progress. Rather, we ex-
amine and discuss current issues and challenges.
In this way, all present students can chime in and
have an actual impact, rather than just listening
to others’ reports. Often, feedback and solutions
that are valid for one project are generalizable to
other projects. All participants learn how to se-
lect datasets, engineer features, present results in
graphs, realign perspectives on a problem, scope
contributions, structure experiments, respond to re-
viewer feedback, and communicate complex ideas
concisely. In the best case, students within a mini-
team join up and help each other with their projects
and co-author papers. Some students tend to stay
silent while others discuss their own work. In these
cases, some encouragement to comment is appropri-
ate.

Preparation for these meetings is minimal for the
students – no slides are necessary. Rather, we dive
into spreadsheets, code, or LATEX, but mostly use

the whiteboard to discuss ideas. If all but one stu-
dent from a mini-team are away, we either call it a
micro-team meeting or invite that one student to
another mini-team in that week.

Midi-team meetings: When research projects feed
into larger frameworks or involve master’s students,
we occasionally schedule a meeting that combines
multiple mini-teams. Here we discuss architecture
and APIs, joint demo papers, and also report to
each other on the current progress. These meetings
serve as a synchronization point for items that we
omit when in the individual mini-team meetings.

Maxi-team meetings: These weekly one-hour meet-
ings of the entire team are common in most research
groups. We go around the table for quick status
updates, we celebrate successes, and we plan the
next BBQ. At times, we invite master’s students,
especially if they would like to pursue a PhD af-
ter graduating (the German system requires a com-
pleted master‘s degree before enrolling in the PhD
program).

4 General Principles
The following principles summarize my recommen-
dations for e!ective PhD student meetings.

Content: Research meetings should involve research,
not reporting. As much as students want to explain
their achievements, it is more productive to discuss
current and upcoming challenges. For instance, in-
stead of looking through collected data, we design
a data structure; instead of showing experimental
results, we discuss how to present them; instead of
walking through the introduction, we write an ab-
stract.

Timing: In my experience, and following the typ-
ical daily energy cycle, research-oriented meetings
should be held in the morning, while large team
meetings (maxi-teams) work best after lunch.

Participants: Meetings between the advisor and a
single student are ine”cient: advice often is rele-
vant to more than one student. In meetings with
multiple students, everyone learns something from
everyone else, ideas spread more easily, and cooper-
ation is fostered.

A final word on how to meet: I try to avoid on-
line meetings with members of my group, if at all
possible. If there is a work-related reason to not
be in the o”ce, such as a research visit, a confer-
ence, etc., I am happy to meet online. Otherwise,
I insist that PhD students attend in person for any
kind of meeting. I also try to avoid hybrid (i.e.,
some in-person, some online) meetings altogether.
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The technical setup with many laptops is not as
seamless as one would hope, online attendees “hide”
behind the mute button, and interaction is limited.

With the right structure, meetings can transform
from a necessary burden into the most productive,
and enjoyable, part of the week.
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