Guide to effective meetings

1  Deciding to Meet

	Question
	Yes/No

	Is there a clear purpose for meeting?
	

	Is it worth the time/cost?
	

	Do you really want input from attendees and will you act on it?
	

	Have you collected all the information you need in order to effectively hold a meeting?  If not, do you have enough time to prepare?
	

	Can the information/material to be dealt with in the meeting only be effectively managed through face-to-face interaction?
	

	Will the attendees be able to effectively work together?
	


If you answered “No” to any of these questions, then you may want to reconsider whether a meeting is the best use of everyone’s time.  Consider alternatives, such as sending emails or making phone /conference calls instead. 

2  Developing the agenda

Know what you want to accomplish! Have clear meeting objectives, preferably in SMART form (S-specific M-measureable A-achievable R-relevant T-time bound).  Next, consider what activities need to occur in order to achieve the meeting objectives.  Make sure you are not trying to cover too much.  Think about how you label an event, so people come in with a mindset that will help achieve the right goals.  Design the agenda so participants have something to do right away.  This can help ensure they come on time.
Next to each major topic, identify the type of output expected (decision, vote, action assigned to someone), time estimates for addressing each topic and the name of the person who will start the discussion/present the information on the topic in the meeting.  

Don't overly design meetings; be willing to adapt the meeting agenda.  Keep activities focused on achieving the meeting objectives and work on the most important tasks first.  You may want to keep low-priority topics on your agenda, but be sure you spend the most time on the important items.  Decide ahead of time which items can be left for a future meeting and which must be dealt with at this one. Working on important tasks first makes best use of the energy of the group and ensures that they get covered.

Sample agenda:
	Topic
	Priority (High/Low)
	Outcome required
	Person to introduce

	Office refurbishment – info requested by contractors
	High
	Decision on layout of furniture
	A Akram

	Team retreat  - info required to make timely booking and save time on calendars
	High
	Decision on date and venue
	J Smith

	Proposed new attendance reporting process
	Low
	Gather initial reactions, questions and suggestions for improvement
	S Lee


The outline should be clear enough that the meeting could run without you

3  Selecting participants and assigning roles
This depends on what you want to accomplish.  Distinguish between who needs to have an input or at least hear the discussion and who just needs to know the outcomes/decisions made.  The former should be invited, the latter should be included on the minutes distribution list but don’t really need to attend.  It may be helpful to ask others for their opinions on who should be there.  Don’t forget that deciding who to invite to a meeting may be a political choice as well as a practical one.

Communicate to people why their attendance is important at the meeting (effective meetings require prepared participants) and, ideally, give them a task or specific role they will be required to perform in the meeting.  Give them sufficient time to prepare.  Determine if you need everyone there for the duration of the entire meeting.  If not, organize the agenda to allow appropriate people to leave early or come late.
Send out a meeting-notice with details of purpose of meeting, where it will be held, time and duration and who to contact with questions.  If possible, send out a copy of the agenda with the meeting notice, or use the meeting notice to call for agenda items then send out the agenda at a later date, but still ahead of the meeting.
A meeting should have a chair to lead the agenda, keep everyone on track and ensure the meeting goals are achieved.  The chair can also draw out quiet participants and prevent the more vocal individuals from dominating the discussion.  

It’s also useful to designate a timekeeper who alerts everyone when an agenda item is about to run over time.  The timekeeper interrupts and asks the group to decide whether or not they should continue the activity now or at a later meeting.
It is important to also designate someone to take notes, which are afterwards distributed to appropriate individuals in the form of minutes – ie to attendees and others who need to know about the outcome of the meeting.

For long-standing committees/groups, bear in mind that adding new people can change the group dynamic – sometimes it’s helpful to change the group membership simply for this purpose, or avoid making otherwise desirable changes for exactly the same reason!  
4  Planning practicalities

Pick a date when everyone can attend and far enough in advance that participants have adequate time to prepare.  Also, consider the participant’s priorities/workloads. Is now a good time to start something new? 

Be sure that the room where you are holding the meeting is large enough to comfortably fit all the participants. Also, check to make sure the room has all the necessary equipment. It may help to use a checklist like the one below.  You won’t need all of these items – just pick the ones that are useful for each meeting.
Materials checklist 

· Sign-In sheet 

· Over-head or data projector
· Computer/Laptop

· PowerPoint

· Extra copies of the agenda

· Handouts 

· Markers

· Pens/Pencils

· Flipchart

· White boards

· Extension Cords

· Key to room/building

· Extra pad of paper & pen for the note-taker in case he/she forgets

· Timepiece for the timekeeper in case he/she does not have one

· Extra Batteries (for remotes or other electronics you might use)

Other things to double-check

· Electronics are working properly 

· Computer Programs/Zip drives are loading properly
· Markers are not dry

· Adequate paper in the flipchart

· Enough handouts for everyone

· Enough seats for everyone

· Every seat has a good view of the activity

· Know the location of the thermostat and how to use it

· Know the location of the light switches

· Know where the restrooms & fire exits are

· Do you need any special seating arrangements?

5  Tips on conducting the meeting
a) Opening Meetings

· Start on time
· Welcome attendees and thank them for their time

· Clarify your role(s) in the meeting

· Introduce everyone

· Indicate who will playing the roles of time-keeper, facilitator, and note-taker

· Review the agenda at the start of each meeting 

· gives participants a chance to understand/change/accept all major topics 

· Note that minutes will be taken and sent to the participants shortly after the meeting

· Model the kind of energy and participation needed 

b)  Running the meeting
· Keep your goal in mind

· Speak at a conversation pace

· Vary the pitch, rate, and volume of your voice to help keep listeners engaged – avoid monotony
· Avoid using fillers

· Use appropriate humor

· Use familiar terms and expressions – avoid jargon or acronyms people don’t understand
· Lead by example

· Be enthusiastic!

· Be clear/concise

· Organize your thoughts

· Pay attention to your nonverbal signals


· Dress appropriately (aim to be the best-dressed)

· Open, neutral facial expression

· Maintain appropriate eye contact – scan the group
· To encourage discussion- nod, lean forward, arms loosely at your sides

· To discourage discussion- lean back, cross your arms, break eye contact

· Keep your hands still 

· Sit up straight

· Stay on track

· Be observant

· If you see something building that has the potential to take the meeting off course- keep those participants on track, assign a new activity, provide a break…etc

· Stick to the agenda

· Ask the time-keeper how much time is left

· Call attention to the agenda if the meeting is off course

· “Parking Lot” technique- Use a flipchart to record comments/concerns voiced by participants that are not relevant to the current topic. This way they know their idea was heard and they are able to focus all of their attention on the current agenda item. (Make sure to come back to their comments/concerns at a later time) 

· Be prepared to change the agenda, but only for good reasons – keep priorities/goals in mind
· Review progress against agenda periodically

· Make sure all participants are familiar with the topic and issues involved

· Actively listen - thoughtfully and empathetically.  Focus on the speaker, not your response

· It may help to mentally paraphrase the speaker’s words

· Listen for underlying feelings

· Have an open mind

· When brainstorming, inform participants that all ideas are welcome

· Keep a written record (may need to alternate or appoint two note-keepers if there are a lot of ideas)

· Make sure that everyone is involved – encourage quiet participants to share their thoughts
· Make sure no one is dominating


· Review what has already been said to stimulate more ideas
c) Closing the meeting

· End on a positive note

· Summarize what the meeting covered and what you didn’t cover

· Review actions and assignments to ensure everyone knows what they’re expected to do next
· Identify possible items for the next meeting

· Ask for questions

· Make sure participants agree on the content/outcome of the meeting

· Set a time for the next meeting & ask if everyone can make it (to get their commitment)

· Clarify that meeting minutes and/or actions will be reported back to members in at most a week (this helps to keep momentum going)
· End on time!!

d)  Follow Up

· Type up/distribute the meeting minutes to everyone who attended the meeting and to anyone who may be affected but was not at the meeting.  Minutes should highlight actions and those responsible for carrying them out, with clear deadlines.
· Deal with outstanding questions; if you were asked a question that you did not know the answer to at the time, make sure to find the answer and get back to them.

· Plan a follow-up meeting if/when necessary.
· Make sure agreed actions are being carried out – send out reminders/ask about progress and solve problems as they arise
(Adapted from Information in Infoline; Meetings that work!  ASTD Press.)
