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Johnson What’s that again?

The linguistic psychology of “Zoom fatigue”

Readers of a certain age will remem-
ber when long-distance calls were

expensive, international calls ruinously
so, three-way calls exciting and video
calls the stuff of science fiction. How
quickly people take yesterday’s achieve-
ments for granted. Today, international
video hangouts are free and widely avail-
able. Instead of treating them as a mir-
acle, endless commentators have com-
plained about “Zoom fatigue”. Much of
their criticism has been about the video:
a lack of eye contact, self-consciousness
(whether about skin, hair or book-
shelves) and the like. 

Yet the main reasons Zoom conversa-
tions are draining are to do with audio, in
which the limitations of the technology
run up against habits of speech. Studies
find that most cultures observe a conver-
sational rule of “no gap, no overlap”.
Despite the various stereotypes that exist
about taciturn or interrupting ethnic-
ities, turn-taking is well-organised and
almost instantaneous from Mexico to
Denmark to Japan.

All that is disrupted in online meet-
ings. Audio and video are chopped into
tiny pieces, sent via different channels to
the recipient, and then reassembled.
Such “packet switching” is robust.
darpa, the Pentagon agency that pio-
neered the internet, wanted to be sure an
enemy could not cut a single line and
disable the connection. But some pack-
ets may arrive late for reassembly. When
they do, the software has a basic choice:
to wait, leading to a delay, or to gather
what is available, leading to glitches.

Video-calling platforms tend to use
audio that arrives quickly but is of mid-
dling quality. Zoom says it aims for, and
often achieves, a lag of just 150 millisec-
onds—quicker than the blink of an eye.
Yet even when that goal is reached (and it

A bigger problem may be interrup-
tions, says Ms Roberts, as delays mean
that speakers are not able to properly
time their turns. In person, when two
people overlap one speaker may quickly
yield; on a video call it takes longer for
this clash to be resolved. Repairing these
snags regularly is tiresome.

To make matters worse, colleagues
who are hard to understand, even if only
for technical reasons, are rated as less
trustworthy. Studies find that a foreign
accent reduces the believability of factu-
al assertions (such as “a giraffe can go
without water longer than a camel”), as
does printing such statements in a fuzzy
or low-contrast font. In humans’ prim-
itive psychology, the simpler something
is to understand, the easier it is to be-
lieve. This same bias would unfairly
punish the worker cursed with a dodgy
internet connection.

With effort, listeners are able to men-
tally compensate for glitches and delays.
“The First Circle”, a novel by Alexander
Solzhenitsyn published in 1968, suggests
darkly that this is easiest to do during
bland exchanges. In the book, intellectu-
als at a Soviet work camp test a secure
calling system by having one engineer
read a newspaper over the line, and
another rate the quality of the call. The
hearer gives a surprisingly high score,
despite the spasmodic transmission: he
has correctly guessed the missing words,
thanks to the formulaic propaganda in
the newspaper. Any meeting where it is
so easy to predict what colleagues will
say raises the question of why it is held in
the first place.

There is at least one upside. When
workers finally return to offices, they
may actually look forward to real face-to-
face meetings again—to say nothing of
post-work gatherings with friends.

often isn’t, especially when the internet is
crowded), that is a lot more time than it
seems. Under “no gap, no overlap” rules,
the typical silence between the end of one
face-to-face conversational turn and the
next is about 200 milliseconds. The wait
easily exceeds that threshold if Zoom users
experience a 150-millisecond lag after the
first speaker, followed by another 150
milliseconds for the reply. 

Adding these pauses to work calls can
make speakers seem less convincing. A
study by Felicia Roberts of Purdue Univer-
sity and colleagues found that positive
answers to questions (such as “Can you
give me a ride?”, “Sure”) were rated as less
genuinely willing if the responder took
more than 700 milliseconds to reply. That
is because it requires less time than that to
plan and utter an automatic, positive
statement. Above that limit, hearers cor-
rectly perceive that the speaker is using
extra time to craft a response, perhaps a
hedge or a polite “no”. Unfortunately, this
means that colleagues who think they are
giving forthright answers might come
across as cagey on video calls. 

and his wife Bertha make a decent living
from their dress shop, Pomeranski Gowns,
but his heart lies with a group of friends
who meet in the Astoria café. 

These “Astorians” comprise not only
“fairly conventional male Jewish shop-
keepers” with dreams of a racier existence,
but some gay and black confederates. A se-
ries of escapades, charmingly told if loose-
ly connected, depict Benny and his
mates—among them “Maxie the Ganoff”
(“thief”), “Spanish Joe” and “Fancy Goods
Harry”—as they sidestep the law to recap-
ture the “rule-breaking” thrills of their

slumland youth. “Benny the Fixer” and his
chutzpadik gang nurture Robin Hood fanta-
sies as they raid a crooked jewellers or
cheer on the career of “Kid Joey”, a half-Ja-
maican, half-Irish Brixton boxer. They be-
lieve a “moral framework” blesses their
scams. Not so “Little Jack” Lewis—a big
cheese among “South London’s more felo-
nious residents”, weapons-grade thug and
sinister proof that playing at crime may
lead swiftly down into darkness. 

Colourful and episodic, “Pomeranski”
scatters its stories liberally. A detour to
Kingston, Jamaica, gives readers a tantalis-

ing glimpse, but no more, of the island’s
long-settled Jewish community. It might
have benefited from a tighter focus on few-
er figures, such as near-tragic Sam “the
Stick” Golub, crippled in childhood and
driven by a “constant quest for revenge”.
Ultimately, the book endorses Bertha’s
scorn for the “nonsense” of treating “petty
thieving and threatening people as a sort of
political stance”. Mr Jacobs, though, keeps
the mood genial and the yarns flowing. The
wheezes of his Astorians add an exuberant
shot of yiddishkeit to “the everlasting
drama that was Brixton”. 7
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When it comes to screen drama, the
French have long considered cinema

and the film d’auteur to be the nobler art,
one that helps define national identity.
Television drama was traditionally treated
as its poor cousin: unsophisticated, formu-
laic and risk-averse. Yet in recent years this
hierarchy has been upended. France now
offers plenty of compelling
viewing on the small screen. 

A good place to start is “Dix
Pour Cent” (“Call My Agent!”),
which centres on a dysfunc-
tional talent agency in Paris.
The series follows half a dozen
highly strung agents as they
struggle to manage their roster
of stars. The agents’ caprices
and rivalries veer from the
comic to the poignant, with oc-
casional lapses into melodra-
ma. All this is sustained by
sharp dialogue, self-deprecat-
ing angst and warmth. In a
twist, each episode also fea-
tures a French film star—Isa-
belle Adjani, Juliette Binoche,
Jean Dujardin—playing themselves. Pro-
duced for France 2, a public broadcaster,
“Dix Pour Cent” attracted wider attention
when Netflix bought the rights. A fourth
and final season is currently in post-pro-
duction in France. 

For a moodier pace, and the intrigue of
contemporary espionage, it is well worth
catching up with “Le Bureau des Légendes”
(“The Bureau”, pictured), a cult hit from Ca-
nal+. Starring Mathieu Kassovitz as Guil-
laume Debailly, an espion progressively
trapped by his own lies, the fifth season
launched during lockdown. The bureau in
question runs undercover agents for the
French intelligence service. But this smart,
unhurried Gallic take on a spy thriller fea-
tures no special effects and few stunts.
Rather it relies on psychological complex-
ity, intricate geopolitics and a form of slow-
burn realism said to have met with approv-

al even among French intelligence officers.
Equally unsentimental is “Baron Noir”

(another Canal+ production), a political
drama. Set in the gilded salons of the Elysée
presidential palace, as well as the northern
port of Dunkirk, it focuses on the compul-
sive and self-serving character of Philippe
Rickwaert, superbly played by Kad Merad.
A one-time Socialist mayor and member of
parliament, he is out to play power politics
at all costs, even to himself.

What most of these series share, along
with others such as “Engrenages” (“Spiral”)
or “Les Revenants” (“The Returned”), is the
adoption of an American-style tv-writing
structure: a pool of writers, overseen by a
showrunner who enjoys overall creative
control. Not all French directors have taken
well to being treated as hired hands. But se-
ries creators, such as Éric Rochant of “Le
Bureau des Légendes”, also a director him-
self, have now earned power and prestige.

The results speak for themselves. When
she started out, Fanny Herrero, creator of
“Dix Pour Cent”, analysed the best contem-
porary American television drama, realis-
ing that its French counterpart “had to mo-
dernise”. Now it has. Régalez-vous. 7

Catch up on the finest French
television dramas
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On a distant planet, a rocket crashes.
The surviving astronauts—a medic,

miner, soldier, scavenger, scientist and en-
gineer—had been on a mission to collect
rare minerals and other resources. Now
they have to co-operate to rebuild their
craft and dig up as many precious rocks as
they can shift, all before their dwindling
oxygen supplies expire. They also have to
cope with landslides, tunnel collapses and
attacks from helicopter-like birds, wolf

creatures and herds of space-mammoths. 
Life is not easy for characters on Planet

Ozerdale. But at least they have plenty of
opportunity for heroics and energetic out-
door activity, and are able to spend time
with a reasonably large social group. For
your correspondent’s 14-year-old son,
stuck in lockdown with his brother and
their parents, the outer-space scenario was
alluring. He dreamed up the intergalactic
mission a few days after his school closed.
Inventing—and typing up—the rules for a
home-made game, debating strategy for
confronting aliens and working out how to
fly away to freedom have offered several
welcome hours of diversion.

Designing your own board game lets
you combine the most enjoyable elements
of other people’s. The best involve both
luck and strategy. Intricate and complex
battles between armies, as in “Diplomacy”,
“Risk” or “Axis and Allies”, tend to be open-
ended and last many hours. A hard time
limit, represented by the disappearing oxy-
gen, is preferable. Tasks that require some
collaboration can be satisfying, as when
players in “Pandemic” work together to
stop a deadly virus spreading, or when ri-

vals trade resources in “Settlers
of Catan”. But vicious competi-
tion can be relished, too, espe-
cially if it means putting your
annoying relatives in their
place. On Planet Ozerdale, the
different astronauts work to-
gether to display a range of tal-
ents. Some, if lucky, can out-
perform the others.

Is it more rewarding to
create a new game, calibrate
sometimes complicated rules,
make hexagonal tiles for the
board, set up a website to share
the idea and anticipate how
others will be entertained—or
to get down to the absorbing
business of rolling the dice, de-

feating monsters and dodging asteroids? In
your correspondent’s household, the most
intense excitement seems to come in the
early stages of crafting a new thing. 

For the inventor the pleasure is from be-
ing a storyteller of sorts, one who intro-
duces a cast of characters, bestows each
with attributes (a scientist able to invent
new technology; the miner with geological
nous) and then dreams up novel scenarios
for them. For those who lead others in role-
playing games, such as “Dungeons and
Dragons”, it may be a small step to put a
game on a board. For their audience—espe-
cially parents, who are prone to being baf-
fled by many intricate rules—having card-
board tokens in hand helps to keep things
simple. The real goal, whether for those
trapped at home during lockdown, or as-
tronauts stranded on a planet of wolf
aliens, is to have a chance to escape. 7

For several hours of escape, invent a
board game

Home-made games

Your turn


