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Unit1 How to Conduct a ProdUctive
Effective and Interesting Meeting

This unit helps to:
Prepare a meeting
Tell dos from don’ts
Take minutes

Close a meeting and follow up

Part A Prepare a Meeting

Any meeting worth holding is worth planning. The only exception to this rule is
the impromptu meeting. Although it’s sometimes necessary to call a meeting with lit-
tle or no notice, you should avoid doing so routinely, for the following reasons.

[ Such meetings can be an imposition on the people you call together.

[] Every impromptu meeting promotes the perception that you don’t expect par-
ticipants to prepare for meetings.

[ The results can be disappointing, because the meeting can veer off track with-
out a plan.

We’ve all attended meetings that seemed to have been “just thrown together” —
and the results are often mediocre at best: confusion, frustration, conflicts, disap-
- pointment, and time and energy wasted. In the often quoted words of Benjamin
Franklin, “By failing to prepare, you are preparing to fail. ”

It’s true that sometimes it’s impossible to prepare adequately. Sometimes some-
thing comes up suddenly that necessitates gathering at least briefly. But you’ve got to
avoid allowing one bad meeting to be followed by another. That’s because bad meet-

ings usually lead to worse meetings. The result of this is that everybody tends to de-

velop a fatalistic attitude toward meetings—and that can be a tough attitude to

break. So, bad meetings usually lead to worse meetings. The reverse is also true:
good meetings often lead to better meetings. And good meetings start in advance—

with good preparation.



Develop the Agenda

Whether you’ve got one purpose for a meeting or several, you need to answer
the following questions for each purpose in order to develop an agenda:

] What do you want to do?

[0 How should the pieces of the meeting be sequenced most effectively and effi-
ciently?

[0 Who should attend the meeting? Which parts of the meeting? Why is each per-

son necessary?
Go Solo or as a Team

As you start planning for a meeting, there’s a decision to make: do you go it
alone or involve others? Many managers prepare for meetings alone, primarily be-
cause it’s easier—especially if they have only a few minutes here and there to spend
on preparing—or because they feel that it’s their responsibility as managers. But it’s

easy to involve others, even minimally. Toward the end of each meeting, the facilita-

tor can elicit suggestions for the agendas of future meetings.

Preparing as a group presents the following advantages:

[0 You can take advantage of the creativity and critical thinking of your emplo-
yees.

[J You can encourage your employees to take greater ownership of meetings.

[0 You can help your employees develop their leadership skills.

[J You can delegate some of the preparation.

Working as a group takes more planning and time, but the benefits will be worth
extra investment. If the meeting is to be simple and focused, you can plan with just
one or two people.

There are several ways to choose the people to help plan:

[J By their strengths: organizational, interpersonal, analytical, creative, logi-
cal, etc..

[ By their positions within your unit, to represent task areas or functions.

[0 By their social connections with other employees in your unit and perhaps in
other units.

If someone other than yourself will be facilitating the meeting, you should also
involve him or her in planning it. By the way, it’s not necessary to invite the planners
to the meeting. The people who are best at planning a meeting are not necessarily the
-ones who should attend the meeting.

Finally, even if you choose to plan the meeting alone, you might benefit from

distributing a draft agenda to participants and inviting reactions. Not only will you im-
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prove your agenda because of the input, but the participants will have a sense of own-

ership and will be able to prepare for the meeting.
Determine Your Purpose

Your preparation should start with determining your purpose. What do you want
the meeting to do? If you don’t have a purpose, don’t hold a meeting. It’s as simple
as this: when it is not necessary to hold a meeting, it is necessary not to hold a meet-
ing.

Determining your purpose involves more than just answering the question, “Why
are you meeting?” After all, you could answer that question “Because we always
meet on Monday morning” (the “same time, same place” logic) or “Because it’s
been a month since we had a meeting. ” Neither of these answers provides a purpose—

other than that you would be meeting for the purpose of meeting.

Part B Dos and Don’ts for a Meeting

Know Why to Call the Meeting

We accept meetings as a fixture of modern business. Unfortunately, not all fix-
tures are created equal. In fact, some have almost no purpose beyond the ritual con-
sumption of paper and time.

Do not allow your meeting to fall into the ritual consumption category. Spend five
minutes before you send out the meeting invitation to formulate, in 10 words or less,
exactly why you need everyone’s time. Write your reason down and then set it aside.
Review the reason an hour later; if it still seems valid, go ahead and send out the in-
vitations. Ritual consumption may work for sacred cows but it’s not good for meeting

organizers.
Know What Action You Expect from the Meeting

Meetings draw people away from their daily tasks and into a closed, influenced
environment. As the organizer, you have the attendee’s attention. It’s up to you to
use that attention wisely. The moment you squander it, the meeting grinds to a halt.

Do not squander others’ time. Instead, spend a few minutes before the meeting
trying to answer the following question: “What do I expect the attendees to do at the
end of this meeting?” Try to formulate your answer in 10 words or less. Knowing
what you want from others makes it much easier for them to give it to you.

Otherwise, everyone tries to engage in mind-reading with depressingly predictable re-
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sults.
Never Send a Meeting to Do a Conversation’s Work

Electronic messaging systems give us the power to invite everyone and everything
in the organization to meetings. The power to do something, though, does not make
it a wise or even a correct choice.

If you need to speak to only one or two of the meeting’s attendees, just go to

their cubbies and have a conversation. It takes less time, communicates more infor-

mation, and establishes that “personal touch” everyone claims has vanished from

modern business.

Designate Someone You Trust to Take the Minutes

The power to designate action items is the power to change the world. But it is
the real power to be had in a modern business meeting. As the meeting organizer, you
want to make sure this power rests either in your hands or in the hands of someone
you trust.

An amazing number of meeting organizers seem averse to taking their own meet-
ing minutes. “It’s secretarial,” or “It’s too much paperwork.” However, the mi-
nutes become the permanent record of what was agreed to and decided on. Take the
minutes and circulate them yourself or have a trusted associate do the honors. It’s un-
necessary to write down everything said at the table. A list of action items and agreed

to dates will suffice.

Establish the Rules of Order

All meetings, large or small, involve people interacting to achieve one or more
goals. In a perfect world, these interactions would organize themselves spontaneous-
ly. Everyone would respect one another’s time. Comments would emerge in an organ-
ized fashion. Action items would surface and be agreed on, and the group would move
to the next point.

Back in the real world, we need ways to stay organized and on track. You should
know the ground rules by which the meeting will be run. If your organization doesn’t
have rules of order, make some. Share them with others and follow them. Chaos hap-

pens, but you do not have to let it ruin an otherwise-productive meeting.
Start on Time and End Early

There are a wide variety of ways to waste time before a meeting begins and that’s
before we even start thinking about wireless networking. Similarly, all but the most

focused meeting will run into distractions and other “personality issues. ”
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When you schedule the meeting, deliberately ask for more time than you think
you need. Generally, a half-hour pad will cover most tangents or quirks. Try to start
within three minutes of your beginning time. Then, end the meeting when you
achieve your actual goals. People rarely, if ever, complain about meetings ending ear-
lier. The same cannot be said for meetings that drag on without any hope of resolu-

tion.
Maintain Focus

In every meeting, someone derails the discussion with a host of interesting tan-
gents. Sometimes these tangents relate to the topic at hand. Though, more often,
they affect it only indirectly. In either case, the time spent on them detracts from the
meeting’s real goal.

Do not let this happen to your meeting. Stop tangents as they form. Cut off
speakers who want to ramble on about related but unimportant issues. Develop and

maintain a reputation as a hard, organized meeting leader so that people don’t chal-

lenge your authority during the meeting itself. Yes, people will become upset at

first. However, in the long run, even the people you cut off will eventually appreci-

ate your attempts to avoid wasting their time.
Assign Action Items at the End

The meeting ends, someone cleans up the conference room, and then what? Be-
gin assigning action items at the first moment of consensus. Start at the top of your
list of agreed-to items. In some cases, a parvicipant will have agreed to the action
items already; in other cases, you will have to assign it to someone on the
spot. Either way, get verbal acknowledgment from each participant that he or she un-
derstands and accepts the action items. Action items speak louder than words when it

comes to ending the meeting.

Verify Agreements

If the power of a meeting rests in its action items, the long-term effect of a meet-
ing often comes from the agreements reached during the course of discussion. These
agreements help guide both the meeting’s action items and future interactions among
the participants.

Take a minute at the end of the meeting to summarize what you agreed to. Record

it in the minutes just under those action items you assigned. This allows you to verify

that you understood the agreement properly and that the meeting attendees reached a

consensus on the issue. Consensus and agreement are not bad words; they just get

badly misused.
5



Follow up with Assignments and Agreements

As a general rule, people remember the hurt feelings, annoyances, and frustra-
tions of a meeting rather than whatever work got done. As meeting organizers, we
generally help this negative association by not following up with the participants after
the meeting comes to an end.

Spend a few minutes with each meeting participant after you send out the meeting
minutes. Answer any questions they might have. This personal touch may seem
quaint, but it makes a huge difference in how well people react the next time you call

them to a meeting. Nothing is a substitute for good manners.

Part C How fo Take Minutes—an Example

Minutes of the IT Committee of XYZ Corporation, February 23, 2008

Place: Red Rose Room, People Friendly Hotel, New York City

Date and Time: February 23, 2008, 2: 00 to4: 15 P. M.

Attendance: Derek Lee (facilitator), Information Systems Division

Theresa Green, Human Resources Division
Monica Rothberg, Accounting Division
Fred Ferguson, Customer Services Division
Purpose: D To choose a company for information technology training
@ To review emerging IT trends
(1) IT Training

Discussion and Decisions First, let’s have a look at an example, where com-
parison is made on the pros and cons of three companies in their post-meeting activi-
ties. Then a decision is expected as to which company is to be favored. There are three
companies as follows.

] Company A has a lot of experience, but is also the most expensive bidder. Staff
members are busy, and it may or may not be possible for them to meet our time con-
straints.

[0 Company B is new, but has excellent staff. It seems eager to get the business,
but has no track record to speak of.

] Company C is the lowest bidder, but not all of their references check out. Some
are OK, but some of their clients indicated that trainers were ineffective.

The committee was generally in favor of Company B, and decided that:

[0 Reference checks on its principals are needed.

6
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O If the references check out, discussions need to take place on how XYZ’s
training needs will be met. The focus should be on customization of the training to
XYZ’s needs.

Action Items

[0 Theresa to check Company B’s references and let everyone know the results by
e-mail by February 28, 2008.

[J If references check out, Derek and Fred will arrange a meeting with Company B,
and will report back to the Committee for a final decision at the meeting on March 10.

[0 If references do not check out or if the discussions with Company B are not suc-
cessful, Derek may schedule a teleconference call to discuss what to do next.

(2) Emerging IT Trends

Discussion and Decisions Monica reported on IT industry trends that affect ac-
counting practices. Theresa reported on a conference on telecommuting. Her main
points were:

] The committee decided that the above trends should be addressed at the next
meeting.

[0 Theresa will discuss how telecommuting can be used to make XYZ Corporation
better positioned for growth over the next ten years.

Action Items Theresa to prepare a report on telecommuting and its applicability
to XYZ by March 5th, so it can be circulated to committee members prior to the
March 10 meeting.

Note-Taker

The note-taker captures and records the basics of the meeting for a permanent re-
cord. His or her key responsibilities are as follows.

[J Keep the minutes of the meeting using the established format.

[0 Check with the group for accuracy whenever necessary.

1 Finalize the minutes.

[0 Ensure that copies of the minutes are distributed.

What should the note-taker record? It’s usually enough just to document the es-
sentials, not to provide the equivalent of a court stenographer’s transcript of every
word said by anybody. The note-taker should focus on the following four types of in-
formation.

] Decisions.

[J Action items: things that people will do.

[J Open issues: things to be considered later.

[J Key discussion points.

The note-taker must be accurate, objective, and able to write concisely and in a

7



“reader-friendly” style. He or she is likely to rely on the running record kept by the
scribe, but document only the main points. Also, the facilitator may indicate to the

note-taker to record a certain idea, point, or comment. It could be suggested that

any participant who wishes to make an idea, point, or comment part of the perma-

nent record signal that request to the note-taker.

It usually takes very little time and effort for the note-taker to finalize the mi-
nutes after the meeting. (This is particularly true if you provide a laptop computer to
whomever you designate for the role. ) It’s essentially just a matter of transferring to
a computer anything written by hand. Then, the agenda can be attached or you can
e-mail the note-taker your computer file, which he or she can then insert into the re-
cord. If any participants have presented reports, they can e-mail the note-taker files of
their reports. Then the note-taker has only to transfer any other information to the
computer and print copies. You should keep a copy of the minutes for all meetings in a
note-book, for easy reference. You should also get the computer files and archive
them, for easier searching and retrieval as necessary (and any later corrections).

Is it necessary to have a formal process for approving the minutes? No, not usu-
ally. However, the participants may decide at some point to adopt a rule calling for
some approval process. Generally, it should be enough to encourage participants to
review the distributed copy of the minutes of a meeting and then bring any questions
or concerns to the attention of the manager before the next meeting or raise them with
the group at the beginning of the next meeting.

As noted above, the note-taker should keep the minutes of the meeting using the
established format. This means you should specify the format as soon as possible, so
that your meetings will be documented with consistency.

Your organization may have a set format for keeping minutes. On the other hand,
you may be free to develop a format, on your own, or with your group. A good for-

mat allows anybody to know at a glance what’s the most important—what was cov-

ered in a meeting, what was decided, what actions were planned, what’s expected

and by when, and who is responsible for those actions.
What should the minutes include?

@ Date, time, and location of the meeting.

@ List of participants.

@ List of people invited but absent.

@ Participants assigned as facilitator, scribe, timekeeper, and note-taker.

® Agenda. ;

® Main discussion points and outcomes (decisions and action items) for each
agenda item, with the names of the participants responsible for the action items and

the dates and times for completion.
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@ Items for consideration at later meetings.
Meeting evaluation.

Part D Closing the Meeting and Following up

Although it may not be true that “all’s well that ends well,” it’s important to

close a meeting properly.
Final Matters

You’ ve developed a strong agenda and invited the right people to the meet-
ing. Your facilitator has helped all of the participants contribute to productive discus-

sions, supported by the scribe, the timekeeper, and the note-taker. It’s been a great

meeting—so far. But the outcome might be disappointing if it doesn’t end right. That’s
the part to help turn all of the preparation and those contributions into results.
End on Time

End your meeting on time—even if it starts late. You can’t always control the be-
ginning of the time frame, but you should try to control the end. There are at least
four good reasons to end your meeting at the scheduled time.

@ It shows respect for the participants, who have schedules to keep and other
work to do.

@ It encourages participants to work efficiently—and rewards them for doing so.

@ It helps avoid ending meetings on a frustrating or disappointing note, as most
meetings that run over the set time tend to prove the law of diminishing returns: it
takes more time and energy to accomplish anything.

@ It’s a symptom of poor management if you can’t plan either to achieve your
objectives within the allotted time or to allow enough time to achieve your objectives.

The timekeeper should signal the facilitator that the time to conclude is approac-
hing, just as he or she does toward the end of each part of the agenda. In fact, the
time to begin the conclusion should be indicated on the agenda. The facilitator then be-
gins concluding the meeting. An appropriate conclusion consists of four points.

[] Summarize the main points, decisions, actions, and assignmerits.

[1 Sketch the agenda for the next meeting—if any.

[J Express appreciation.

[0 Evaluate the meeting.

This four-part conclusion is to be proceeded point by point. As elsewhere, we’ll
outline general principles and offer some specific recommendations. But, as we’ ve

emphasized, you should bear in mind that meetings are microcosms of the culture and
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