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Introduction


Business is all about conversations. Whether you are in manufacturing, a service industry, farming, a local or national government department, working as a sole trader or are the chief executive officer of a global organization, we all ultimately do business by talking to each other. We can hold our conversations one to one or in groups, in small, formal or informal gatherings, in major conferences or through social media. We cannot avoid meetings!


The online dictionary service, dictionary.com, defines a meeting as:



1  the act of coming together



2  an assembly or conference of persons for a specific purpose



3  the body of persons present at an assembly or conference



3  and, rather interestingly:



4  a hostile encounter; duel.


Whatever our reason for meeting others, a vast number of people feel that they are wasting time in meetings when they could more usefully be getting on with their work. Yet a well-managed, purposeful meeting can be highly motivating. This book will show you how to achieve that and will help you enormously in your professional career.


Whether you are participating or chairing, this book will help you to develop the skills you need to make meetings effective and get the most out of them.


It’s divided into seven chapters, each of which deals with a different aspect of successful meetings. Read a chapter a day and by the end of the week you should feel a great deal more confident.


On our first day, Sunday, we’ll look at why we hold meetings at all.


The key to successful meetings is preparation, and Monday is all about the things you need to do before a meeting to make it a success.


Have you ever attended a meeting in which some people remained silent throughout? Did you wonder afterwards why they were invited at all, when they contributed nothing? If you’re a little nervous about speaking in front of others, you may miss the moment to have your say and could leave a meeting thinking, ‘I wish I had just said what I was thinking!’ Tuesday is all about participating in a meeting and having your say, regardless of the seniority of the others around the meeting table.


Increasingly it is becoming common to rotate the chairing of regular meetings and so, even if you’re relatively junior at work, you may find yourself asked to assume the role of Chair. On Wednesday, you’ll learn all about the duties, skills and responsibilities of a meeting Chair.


We tend to think of meetings as a group of people sitting around a table discussing matters of shared interest. There are many alternatives to the standard meeting, and on Thursday we’ll explore some of them, from one-to-one meetings to online meetings, from audio conferences to large conference-style meetings.


It’s not enough simply to hold a meeting and then go back to work as though the meeting never took place. On Friday, we’ll look at what happens after a purposeful meeting – at follow-up activities for both the Chair and the participant.


Finally, on Saturday, we’ll bring everything together in a story about two relatively junior colleagues who are asked to run a meeting for the first time. We’ll see them learning from their mistakes and creating checklists to help them the next time they run a meeting. Is their meeting a success? You’ll have to wait and see!
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If all else fails, we can always have a meeting. Meetings have become the standard default means of exchanging information and sharing ideas at work, and often we do not consider the alternatives that could save us time and allow us to achieve more.





Today we’re going to set the scene for the rest of our week. We’ll look at why we hold meetings, whether formal or informal, and explore some of the best reasons for meeting with others. In each case we’ll spend a little time looking at how those meetings can successfully achieve their aims. We’ll look, too, at less useful reasons for holding a meeting.




We’ll look at how much time we spend in meetings, and how much of this people feel is wasted time. We’ll see how we can determine whether a meeting is the most appropriate channel for achieving a business objective or whether alternatives may be preferable.





What’s a meeting?


In the ideal world, a meeting is a chance for people with shared or developing interests in a common theme to come together to further develop those interests. By the end of the meeting, something should have changed – participants may have agreed on something new, discovered something new or changed their thinking about something. Whatever the purpose of the meeting, it should result in some change, whether immediate or as a result of the meeting.


A meeting should:




	have a purpose


	bring together people with shared interest in achieving that purpose


	result in change.





A good meeting is action focused. It’s not simply a talking shop, but a productive mechanism for making things happen. Just as the best production line streams out high-quality goods as efficiently and effectively as possible, so the best meeting generates focused actions as efficiently and effectively as possible.






	
Effectively – doing the right things


Efficiently – doing things right









A waste of time


It has been estimated that 11 million meetings take place in the USA every day1 and that most professionals attend nearly 62 meetings per month.1 Research suggests that more than 50 per cent of this meeting time is wasted time.2



If each meeting is just one hour long, this means that people are spending 31 hours (around four working days) every month in unproductive meetings.


Most people meeting regularly say they daydream (91 per cent), miss meetings (96 per cent) or miss parts of meetings (95 per cent). Many (73 per cent) say they bring other work to meetings and 39 per cent say they have fallen asleep during meetings.3
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Whether or not it is reasonable to extrapolate these figures for other nations based on their relative population size, you can see that meetings have received a bad press over the years, and quite deservedly so.


Bad meetings lack purpose and focus and are badly chaired; the agenda is unclear or absent, dominant people use the meeting as a platform for their own political interests and others feel that they have no voice.


Meanwhile, everyone’s real work piles up as the meeting grinds on inexorably to a stuttering finish. Does this sound familiar?


Reasons not to hold a meeting


Let’s think about some good reasons not to hold a meeting (although we often do) and get these out of the way, so that we look positively at good reasons to meet and how those reasons can be translated into productive effort.


Actually, it doesn’t matter on which day of the week the meeting is held. The regular monthly, weekly or (alarmingly) daily meeting suffers from the very reason it was initiated – its regularity. The first time a team decides to meet regularly, there is relative enthusiasm. People see the point. It’s a chance to get together as a team, talk about things of mutual interest and share information which may be useful to others. It doesn’t take long for meetings to turn stale and for people to start attending out of a sense of duty or fear of reprisals. People go over the same old ground, jokes are repeated and the same people use it as a platform for their own intentions whether or not these are relevant to the subject of the meeting.


 






	I once had a client that was a sales-driven organization obsessed by its weekly figures and reactive to any slight short-term change in its profitability. One of its sales teams held a regular Monday morning meeting. The team’s manager told me that this was a motivational event, designed to kick-start the week on a high. He encouraged me to attend to see how it worked in practice.









	He began by announcing that Terry (name changed to protect the innocent) had exceeded his sales target by 4 per cent.









	‘What do we say to Terry?’, he exclaimed. ‘Hurrah!’, they all shouted.









	‘Now Joan missed her target by 2.5 per cent. What do we say to Joan?’









	‘Boo!’, they all cried.









	I later asked him what he thought he was doing.









	‘Motivating Joan’, he said.








Regular meetings tend to reflect short-term thinking. For example, a sales team will meet once a week to discuss the sales figures of the previous week. The danger in focusing on the short term is that you miss longer term trends and read too much into glitches or exceptional situations. It’s important, of course, to rectify immediate problems, but it’s more important to assess how an organization is performing over a longer period.


The sole purpose of the ‘blame fest’ seems to be to point fingers at any hint of underperformance. If you think in the short term, you’re more likely to find fault with individuals based on a single error or on a single week in which they appeared to underperform. The blame fest is a power play for the person who runs the meeting and is desperately embarrassing for participants, who may wonder ‘Will it be my turn this time?’ While teams often perform well for limited periods under pressure, they do not perform well out of fear, and blame fests simply make people frightened.


Perhaps controversially, meetings are not a great forum for information sharing. We have excellent electronic tools for just this. (E-mail is not one of them! When a person leaves, the vital information buried in their account disappears from sight.) Often, organizations hold meetings to share information because they think their employees do not read important e-mailed information. If a piece of information is relevant to someone’s job and they either do not read it or do not act it on it, then that becomes a management issue rather than a reason to hold meetings.


It may be that e-mail is simply not the right medium for disseminating information. Equally, it may be that too much information is sent too often, written in language people do not understand, the e-mails are too long, the distribution list is too broad, the content isn’t relevant or it’s just plain boring…


One example of useful information-sharing software is Lotus Notes, which is designed to allow teams to share information using ‘databases’ which are really information-sharing or knowledge management repositories. In organizations where Notes is well used, teams are kept completely up to date on everything their members are doing. They do not need to meet to share this knowledge – they already have it, whether they are working in the same location or are geographically spread.


Reasons to hold a meeting


Let’s explore some of the better reasons for holding a meeting. They are in no particular order, and it may be that within your organization you are aware of other good reasons. Make sure that they meet the three criteria that we set out a little earlier.


Here are two different scenarios:



1  A board of directors must decide whether to spend a large amount of money on something which may be risky for their business. If it works, it could result in a massive increase in profitability. Failure could mean financial disaster. The directors have always worked well together, buying into the company’s strategic vision and understanding how actions taken in one area of the business will affect work in the other areas.



2  The manager of a team working in a single location has been approached by a stationery company offering printer paper at lower cost and at a slightly lower quality.


Which of these decisions merits a formal meeting? One, both or neither? What criteria would you apply to determine whether it’s appropriate to hold a meeting to make these decisions?


Here are some ideas:



1  Could the decision be taken by one person alone?



2  Do they have authority to make the decision?



3  What are the potential outcomes of the decision?



4  How many people do the outcomes affect?



5  If the wrong decision is made, what would happen to the decision-maker?



6  Is it morally acceptable for one person to make the decision?



7  Is it commercially wise for one person to make the decision?



8  Does any single person have the expertise to make the decision alone?


On that basis, it should be clear that in the first scenario, a meeting of all the directors is necessary. In the second scenario, the manager should be able to make the decision alone. We can take democracy at work too far!


Collaborative decision-making is a useful purpose for a meeting, where it is right and proper that the decision should fall to more than one person. Enlisting a wider group of people to make decisions brings its own problems, which we’ll see when we look at chairing skills. It also brings different perspectives, which can be useful for seeing an argument from more than one side.


Your long-established team is about to undertake a new project. Members know each other very well and have worked on many projects in the past. The team leader has e-mailed details of the project to you all and has assigned project roles and responsibilities. You are happy to start on the new project but something doesn’t feel right. What’s missing?


At the start of any new project, whether involving a new or established team, it’s useful to meet and talk through how you will work together. Team members may spot issues which have not been addressed by the team leader, may want to ask questions about project specifics and may even feel that the first meeting is the formal start to the project.


At the end of a project, it’s great practice to hold a debrief meeting.


A bad debrief ends up as a blame fest, in which people have to account for mistakes they have made along the way.


A good debrief is all about what is called double-loop learning. Imagine you go to the doctor because you have a rash on your hand. A bad doctor gives you some cream and tells you to apply it three times a day and the rash will disappear. A good doctor examines you more thoroughly to understand the underlying causes of the rash. Single-loop learning addresses symptoms, sticking a plaster over the problem in the hope that it won’t recur. Double-loop learning finds the underlying cause of a problem and changes systems or processes so that the problem cannot recur.


A good project debrief will:



1  Blamelessly discover the underlying causes of problems which occurred during the project and change working practices so that the problems cannot recur in future projects.



2  Discover the things which worked well and determine whether they can be built into new ‘best practices’.


Ten people are brought together to form a new team. Some have met before, some are complete strangers to each other and some know others only by name or by reputation. It’s useful for any new team to meet and get to know something about each other. Give them time to chat, mix socially, talk one to one and discover something about each other, both professionally and personally.


New teams are said4 to go through a number of stages – ‘forming’, ‘norming’ and ‘storming’ – before they reach the intended goal of ‘performing’.


At the forming stage, they are polite and a little formal, evaluating and trying to understand each other. At the storming stage, politeness is replaced by some jostling for position, and team members become more assertive in carving out the most appropriate role for themselves. At the norming stage, people have begun to find their feet, roles and responsibilities are clearer and ways of working have been established.


Because the team has been set up to perform at its best, it’s important to get through these early stages as quickly as possible. One way to speed up the process is to get the team members together as early as possible so that they can assess each other face to face.


 






	
As a consultant to many organizations, I am often asked to give opinions. This is a reasonable request – I can often bring a fresh perspective based on experience of working with many other organizations in the same or different sectors.


Sometimes, however, I am asked to ratify silly decisions made by senior people who have played the dangerous business game of ‘ready, fire, aim!’ They have made a decision and probably realized it was inappropriate but, having announced it to their staff, lack the courage or humility to admit that there may be a better option and bring me in to agree to it so they can tell their staff that an outside consultant told them it was the right decision…


If you meet others to seek their expertise, use their views and experience to help shape your own decisions rather than as a validation of a misguided decision which you’ve already put into operation. (And beware of the consultants who will ratify your thinking because they want the fee.)









Traditionally, teams worked in the same place. Globalization and expansion of organizations, a need to serve people locally and a desire to cut costs have led to increasing numbers of people working from home, only occasionally visiting an office, and geographically scattered teams with few opportunities to meet up. This increase in ‘virtual teams’ can result in people feeling isolated and dissociated from both each other and the organization. It is important for a new virtual team to meet each other face to face. Just as for the new team working in the same physical space, members will go through the forming, storming and norming stages, but physical separation of the virtual team makes this extremely difficult.
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