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Positioning Success Pre-Release Bonus Material 4
How to Conduct Meaningful Meetings
Excerpt  from Retaining Success (release planned April 2008)
Meeting productivity is affected by one major factor: how it is run.  Rambling and loosely organized sessions promote indecision; planned and controlled gatherings promote momentum.  How productive are your meetings?

For any meeting to be successful, it must be controlled by a properly prepared agenda.

Since every meeting has a sponsor (the person initiating the session), it is essential this person creates the agenda.  It should be sent to each participant ahead of time so each can mentally prepare for their role in the discussion.  This sets the reality and tone of the meeting.  All agendas should include the following:

· Define the purpose of the meeting. (This could be as simple as “Weekly Update” or as precise as “Decide on Winning Bidder.”)  Participants now know how to prepare.

· Define, as meeting sponsor, your expectations for the meeting.  There are many reasons to meet: information sharing, decision making, planning, etc.  (I expect a decision to be made on _____ when we finish our discussions.)  Participants will be better prepared knowing your expected outcome.

· List the participants.  Knowing who will be present helps foster preparation.

· List subjects and approximate times for covering each.  Participants can offer their observations and questions at more appropriate times, helping to keep the meeting more efficient and on time.

· Define the expected outcome of the meeting.  List out the action items.  Indicate the issues looking for clarity or those requiring decisions.

When preparing your agenda, decide how unlisted items or new business will be handled.  If the agenda is narrowly focused, be prepared to table the item for a future meeting.  If a new business agenda item is included, then define the time limit for discussion.  Meeting productivity can easily be sabotaged by last minute bombs that last longer than the originally listed agenda items.

If regularly held meetings have their agendas published in advance, and allow participants to make changes to that agenda before the meeting, it is important to clearly define a cut-off point.  It is equally important to distribute a final version of the agenda with enough time for participants to prepare.  Without either of these two safeguards, participants will stop checking the pre-posted agenda because it is a waste of time.  When that happens, be prepared for unprepared participants.

Successful meetings result in assignments, deadlines and decisions.  Because of this, your organization must make it part of their culture that meeting invitees must have mandatory attendance.  Their participation is essential to achieving a successful end-result.  The only allowable interruption should be for customer needs.

Because organizations can propagate “Death by Meetings,” ensure agendas are used to keep them specific and short.  Note the approximate time for each agenda item.  Establish a timekeeper so that participants can get in and get out!  As a goal, see how many internal meetings can be kept to 15 minutes.  While longer, bigger meetings may be required, strive to hold those infrequently.

Good meetings are brief!

Every meeting needs a scribe, a note-taker.  All participants should receive a written recap shortly after the meeting.  The recap notes should summarize discussion points, but more importantly, it should list all deadlines, decisions, and action items.  It should also clearly spell out who was tasked to accomplish each assignment.  The scribe should never be the top executive in the meeting.

A scribe forces everyone present to listen harder.  If someone appears disengaged during a meeting, make them the scribe next time.

As leader of the meeting, it is OK to stop people from rambling.  In fact, it is essential to the health and productivity of the meeting.  The leader must also bring quiet people into the discussion by soliciting their opinion or input.  Watch for flare ups of emotion or conflict as well as disengagement, and quickly correct either situation by using levity or direct questions to reorient the group.  Strive to have all participants understand that they must leave personal tempers and temperaments outside the meeting.
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