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In the chair


how to guide groups and manage meetings
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Foreword


There are hundreds, if not thousands, of books about leadership. Most of them are about how to act as a leader who has executive power – typically, the chief executive of a company or a public body, or the holder of political or military office. Only a few focus on a different kind of leader, namely one who doesn’t have the dominant authority or status of a director or chief executive but who uses influence primarily through coordinating, orchestrating and persuading other people. The term most commonly used for this position is ‘Chair’.


The important thing about Chairs is that the power they exercise is not concentrated and unconstrained. It’s qualified, and shared with others – the members of the group they lead. Even when vested with real powers a Chair may choose not to wield them, but to rely on other means of influence.


In the same way as physical chairs vary, from impressive padded armchairs to humble three-legged wooden stools, so organisational Chairs differ widely according to the sort of group of which they’re in charge. The group may be a multi-million pound company, a public board, a parliamentary select committee or a small community association. The group’s nature, powers and composition are of central importance to the Chair. So too is the way the group operates, which is usually through coming together to discuss and decide the matters it’s responsible for – that is, through holding meetings. This is why the Chair is most often thought of in the context of managing meetings. A common definition of a Chair is ‘the person who presides over a meeting’.


Hearts often sink when the word ‘meeting’ is mentioned. The reasons are obvious enough. Meetings are too often associated with negatives like boredom, irrelevance, conflict or pointlessness. They’re a substitute for ‘real’ work. The author Michael Foley summarises a common worker’s view of them like this:


Employees hate meetings because they reveal that self-promotion, sycophancy, dissimulation and constantly talking nonsense in a loud confident voice are more impressive than merely being good at the job – and it is depressing to lack these skills but even more depressing to discover one’s self using them.1


But it doesn’t have to be like that. Meetings can be interesting or even engrossing, and rewarding in spirit and in outcome. There is, though, one thing that makes a critical difference between a positive and a negative experience: the way a meeting is chaired. A badly managed meeting is almost certain to depress all the participants and reduce their contributions. A well-run meeting will allow them to leave the room feeling fulfilled, having achieved some common goals. They may even approach the next meeting with hope rather than foreboding.


So this book is about the skills of chairing: managing groups, and especially managing the meetings where they come together. It looks at both from the point of view of the person in charge. It’s based on two firm beliefs:







	that good chairing makes for effective groups and efficient, even enjoyable, meetings




	that it’s possible to learn the skills needed to be an excellent Chair







There have been several good guides to successful chairing (mainly chairing meetings) over the years. But time doesn’t stand still, and the practice of chairing has changed. For one thing, we’ve all become less respectful of authority and deferential to hierarchy, so the Chair will not command automatic reverence. People expect to be able to have their say and to have their views respected. Formal meetings, with their points of order and amendments to motions, are rarer, and informal meetings more common. Time seems more precious, and the iron discipline of ‘cost-effectiveness’ binds almost everyone, so that languorous debate is something few can afford. And meeting technologies have evolved: people don’t have to be in the same room, or even in the same country, to hold a meeting.


This book, then, is for the contemporary Chair. It’s aimed at those new to the position, but it should also interest those who already have some experience. Chief Executives may find it helpful: they often act as Chairs themselves, and may be responsible to the Chair of a Board of Directors. And any member of a meeting should gain something from reading it. It’s designed to be read through with comparative ease, but also to be mined for specific pieces of information and advice, using the table of contents or the index.


The book doesn’t try to cover every possible kind of group or meeting. Formal procedures in formal meetings, though summarised, are not described in detail. And it contains no academic analysis of organisational cultures or group dynamics: though grounded in research, as well as long personal experience, it’s strictly a practical guide to the most common circumstances a Chair is likely to experience – whether the setting is a company or co-operative, a public or political body, a charity or community group, or a professional or trade association.





A note on terminology


Walter Citrine first published his standard guide The Labour chairman, later entitled The ABC of chairmanship, in 1921, and Wal Hannington his Mr Chairman! in 1950. The term ‘Chairman’ now seems antiquated, and the more recent term ‘Chairperson’ sounds awkward. Today most people use the term ‘Chair’. Traditionalists can’t criticise it as a new coinage: it was first used in this sense in 1659. ‘Chair’ and ‘chairing’ are therefore the usages followed in this book. Other terms are in use in some contexts – moderator, speaker, presiding officer, facilitator or president – but Chair seems the obvious generic term to prefer.


Chairs may preside over many bodies: boards, committees, task forces, focus groups, assemblies and many more. This guide uses the neutral word ‘group’ to stand for any of them (except in the special case of a formal ‘Board’ of trustees or directors), and the word ‘members’ for those who belong to groups.


The term ‘Secretary’ is used for the person who acts as the administrator of a group, typically by organising meetings and taking their minutes. (A Company Secretary, though, has different and very specific functions.)
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1.1 Groups and meetings: burden or benefit?


Anyone who spends time in any kind of organisation, commercial or non-commercial, institutional or voluntary, will spend some of that time as a member of a group, very often in meetings. For a few people, at some levels in some organisations, working with groups or in meetings of groups can even prove to be the most common kind of activity.


A group isn’t the same thing as a work-group or team. A team, usually under the charge of a single manager or leader, tends to operate as an established set of colleagues within an organisation on a specific range of duties or tasks assigned to it. ‘Group’ is a wider and looser term. Members of a group, though they share a common purpose, will probably not belong to a single unit in an organisation. They may belong to the same overall body but come together from different units, as in a project group or task force. They may belong to quite different organisations, as in a liaison committee. Or they may represent no one but themselves, like volunteers who join a community group.


What these groups have in common is that they tend to be led by someone who lacks the direct responsibility for some or all of the group’s members – typically, a ‘Chair’. The Chair does have status and authority, but not necessarily as the director or manager of the other members of the group. This means that it’s not possible for Chairs to command a fellow member to take a particular action. Instead, they need to seek consensus, using persuasion and other forms of indirect influence to arrive at agreement and decisions. This makes the nature of the Chair’s role very different from that of an organisational manager or director.


For many people being a member of a group is a satisfying experience. Working with others towards a common goal, having a chance to make your unique contribution, being valued for your achievements by your peers, interacting with fellow members – all these help to attract people to groups and keep them engaged. A few people aren’t by nature group animals. They may just prefer to work on their own. Or they may believe that individual endeavour is usually more productive and efficient than sharing a task with several other people, who could be less expert or hold conflicting views. One reason they give for this belief is that meetings, one of the most common activities of groups, are ‘a waste of time’.


It’s certainly true that groups tend to hold more meetings than work teams. Their members are not in such frequent contact, and they rely more heavily on discussion and negotiation in order to reach decisions.


Meetings can also soak up huge quantities of time and money. Most office workers spend between four and six hours a week in meetings, and senior managers spend many more. You can buy a ‘meeting cost calculator’ that will work out the total cost of your meeting. Some surveys report that 50% of meeting time is felt to be irrelevant by those attending, and one found that the total time wasted cost the UK economy £26 billion in 2011.2 Meetings can become an impediment, rather than an aid, to getting things done. The economist John Kenneth Galbraith spoke for many cynics when he said that ‘meetings are a great trap … they are indispensable when you don’t want to do anything’,3 and the US comedian Milton Berle said ‘a committee is a group that keeps minutes and loses hours’.





1.2 Why have groups? Why hold meetings?


So what are the positive reasons for wanting to form a group or hold a meeting?


The basic principle behind the group, often called the ‘synergy’ effect, is that individuals together are capable of achieving more than can be done by the same individuals working on their own. This is particularly true when the issues in question are complex and multifaceted, calling not just for different kinds of specialism but also for specialists to interact with one another. But there may be other reasons why groups are useful. In some circumstances the agreement of a group is a formal requirement, for example to approve financial accounts. The conclusions of a group, particularly one that is unanimous in its views, may carry much more weight than those of a series of isolated individuals. And regardless of their formal outcomes groups are fruitful ways of sharing experience and knowledge, of teaching and learning, of creating feelings of solidarity and loyalty to a body or an idea, and of course of realising the personal goals of individuals.


What are groups and their meetings used for? In essence they can do one, or both, of two things: they can be used to explore a subject, or to reach a decision.


Exploring a subject can be done independently by each individual member of a group, of course. But a meeting between them is a good way of thinking together and sharing multiple perspectives – of allowing ideas and opinions to touch, collide, prove themselves or even defeat one another. The force of persuasion may cause original views to change under the influence of other speakers. Information can be shared, and evidence and research can be introduced, for example through a presentation or paper by a member, and a space opened for questioning. Different options can be examined, weighed and assessed. The creativity of everyone present can be tapped and pooled. The result may enlighten even if it doesn’t bring agreement. And – an important point – those present may leave the meeting feeling that their views have received a fair hearing and that they’ve had a chance to influence the debate.


Decision-taking groups and meetings can take many forms. At one end of the spectrum an emergency group might look at a single urgent problem and try to arrive rapidly at an agreed response. At the other, extensive discussion over a series of meetings could result in a major strategic decision or change of policy. Or the ‘decision’ may in reality be agreement on recommendations to be passed to a higher authority for ratification or rejection. Again, members should depart feeling that, even if their view has not prevailed, they’ve played a part in arriving at the decision.


Both kinds of group – exploratory and decision-making – must share a common feature to be successful: their discussions must be to a purpose.


The reasons for establishing a group or holding the meeting are likely to be determined in large part by the nature of the body whose members are meeting. The Board of Trustees of a charitable foundation will meet to make decisions on whether to make grants to applicants. Members of the Planning Committee of a local authority have to decide whether or not to give planning consent to building applications. A company may set up an innovation group to refresh the firm’s branding, or government ministers may commission a task-and-finish team to give them advice on a new policy development. In these two cases the group’s task is not to decide, but to explore and evaluate possibilities.


Before leaving the reasons for forming groups and holding meetings, we should acknowledge a truth that can work for or against their success. Humans are social and gregarious animals. Groups can provide the opportunity for them not just to ‘do business’ but to interact in a multitude of complex ways, and from many motivations. These social interactions may have little or nothing to do with the formal reason for their coming together, or their tasks. From the Chair’s point of view, this can be positive – normal socialisation can help build the group’s cohesion and solidarity, and make it work more smoothly. Occasionally, though, it may be negative. Meetings, even quite formal ones, can be undermined by some of the less attractive interactions and behaviours that people bring with them to the group, or form within it: exclusive alliances, suspicions, bickering, cabals, or even vendettas and conspiracies. When this happens the Chair needs to be adept at reading the relationships between members, and signs of hidden agendas.


You might say that a central part of the Chair’s role is to reconcile the individual and the social elements inherent in the group and harness both towards the group’s goal.





1.3 What’s a Chair for?


Let’s assume, then, that a decision has been taken to set up a group, which will hold meetings. One of the next decisions will often be to identify a Chair. But why is a Chair needed?


The brief answer is that the Chair is the person who has been given the chief responsibility for making a group and its meetings effective. This means everything necessary to give the group the best chance of success: not just the control of discussion, or even the general conduct of the meeting, but everything to do with the group and how it operates.


Some simple groups, especially small and informal ones, may not need someone to organise them and their discussions. In business meetings of the Society of Friends (‘Quakers’) there is no Chair as such. But most meetings do require a Chair.


Occasionally people object to the presence of a Chair on the grounds that no one should be singled out who might dominate discussion or impose decisions. This, however, is to mistake the true role of the Chair. A dominating or domineering Chair is a bad Chair. The Chair might advise, stimulate or steer but should never browbeat or bully or try to override the clear view of the other members. The most common metaphor used for the Chair is the captain of the ship, who leads the crew members to a chosen destination, marshalling the seas, the winds and the skills of the mariners. But this is too strong a comparison: the captain, after all, holds absolute power and from time to time will use it. A closer one is the leader of a string quartet. In a quartet, typically self-governing and non-hierarchical, all four performers are completely equal, but they normally designate one of their number as the member who supplies the non-verbal cues, movements of the head or eye, that bring in the other players at the right time. A successful meeting is to some extent a performance, and the adroitness of the Chair in co-ordinating its conduct is crucial.


Some groups work with two or more Chairs. Sometimes this is an outcome of the nature of the group. For example, the group might be a joint body, containing representatives of two organisations or interests. In the interests of equality its rules might say that it will have two Chairs, one from each side, and each Chair taking turns to preside over meetings. Or it might be agreed that the chair will rotate among the members of a group, out of respect for egalitarian principles or to give all the members a taste of the experience of occupying the chair. Sharing the chair can often work well, especially in less formal groups or when members are already experienced at chairing in other contexts. But there are dangers, too. Continuity of leadership can sometimes be lost, for example between meetings, when it may be unclear who the responsible person is, and the group can appear to be in limbo. Discussions and decisions need to be recorded and communicated very carefully, to avoid confusion and misunderstanding. There’s also more chance of having a less than competent Chair.





1.4 What skills does a Chair need?


It’s entirely possible to learn to be an excellent Chair. Chairs are not born, but made. That’s not to say that people who, for example, can instinctively empathise with the feelings of other people, or who are by nature organised and methodical, don’t have an advantage. But in essence the skills of a Chair are a set of techniques and behaviours that can be taught and learned.


These are the five main groups of skills and behaviours a good Chair should try to master:







	attentiveness




	empathy




	integrity




	acumen




	leadership







Attentiveness


After the first hour of a meeting look around the table at your colleagues. How many of them look as though they’re paying full attention? Even the most assiduous members of the group can find themselves taking less interest in some parts of a group’s work than others. They may let their minds wander, or even be tempted to take a short nap.


For the Chair, to ‘nod off’ is anathema. In general, you should never lose sight of the group and its aims. In meetings, the Chair is one of only two people in the room – the other is the Secretary – who can’t afford to pay anything but their full attention to what’s being said throughout the whole meeting. Nothing is more certain to erode your reputation as Chair than having to confess that you’ve just missed the most forceful and intelligent contribution to the discussion.





Alison: ‘… So that’s what I’ve found from my research over the last few weeks. It puts a completely different complexion on our discussions.’


Chair [waking from a daydream]: ‘I’m sorry, Alison, I didn’t quite catch what you were saying there. I wonder if you could repeat it?’


Alison: ‘Oh, I’m sorry, perhaps I wasn’t very clear in the way I explained that. I’ll start again …’


[Other members sigh inwardly.]





Staying awake, though, is just the bare minimum. The Chair also has to listen especially carefully, to have an ‘active’ ear. Indeed, active listening is probably the key requirement once discussion has started. Active listening means that you’re able to do two things:







	hear, understand and recall what the speaker is saying




	feed back – that is, paraphrase or re-state – what’s been said







The second of these, feeding back, is an essential skill if you’re going to be successful in clarifying the speaker’s views (direct feedback to the speaker), testing them on the other members (feedback to the whole meeting) and preparing to arrive at an agreed decision. If you can prove that you’re listening by challenging, paraphrasing and summarising, other members of the group are likely to follow your lead and pay the same attention.


As well as registering what is said a good Chair will also be paying attention to how. Tone of voice, speed of speech, body position, direction of sight: all of these can give clues about what the speaker’s intentions are. Sometimes words disguise an unspoken opinion or emotion. So good listening means using your eyes as much as your ears.


You need, too, to be attentive to what isn’t said, and who isn’t speaking. There might be several reasons why someone isn’t participating in the meeting: lack of expertise, lack of confidence, fear of another member, boredom or hostility. The Chair should try to keep an eye open for non-participants, and if necessary, aim to involve them.


Attentiveness is a useful skill outside the meeting, too. In fact it’s especially useful then, in order to make sure that the tasks the group has agreed are being completed, or to maintain personal contact with members in order to sustain their interest and commitment.


Being attentive, therefore, extends well beyond just ‘keeping your ears open’. It slides into the second set of abilities: empathetic skills.


Empathy


The work ‘empathy’ is derived from two Greek words and means ‘experiencing as if within’ or ‘feeling into’ another person. It doesn’t mean the same thing as ‘sympathy’, which means ‘experiencing with’ or ‘feeling with’ another. To feel or express sympathy requires you only to acknowledge what it is that another other person is suffering: you are concerned for their wellbeing. To be empathetic, on the other hand, is to put yourself in the shoes of others, to share their emotions, to recreate imaginatively what feelings and thoughts they’re going through. It’s at once a more objective and a more emotionally imaginative process.


An empathetic sense is highly useful when chairing a meeting. To be able to get a feel for how people approach a meeting, where they’re ‘coming from’, both intellectually and emotionally, puts a Chair in a strong position. It becomes easier to sense whether members have a positive, negative or indifferent attitude to the group, to ‘read’ what members are saying, and to anticipate how they’re likely to react to a controversial proposal.
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