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TO MEET OR NOT TO MEET



That is the question. Whether ‘tis nobler to suffer the slings and arrows of a useless meeting than to take action and simply call it off. Sometimes the best meeting is the meeting that didn’t happen. Sometimes the best decision you can make is to cancel or postpone your meeting.

Just because your development team is scheduled to meet every Thursday morning doesn’t mean that it has to take place. There is no rule that says just because your customer service department gets together every Monday morning that you can’t skip it this week.

If you think of a meeting as an investment—an investment of the time and energy of the members of your team, you may decide that a meeting will not produce a worthwhile return on that investment. Think about it—you are investing the talents of 10 people for a period of two hours. Is the expected outcome produced by those people during that time sufficiently valuable for the organization? Perhaps their time might be better spent elsewhere.

The rule of thumb is:

No Purpose = No Meeting


“Oh, how precious is time, and how it pains me to see it slide away, while I do so little to any good purpose.”

− David Brainard



 


To meet or not to meet…
…these are the questions



1. Is there a real reason to meet? Developing a set of responses to questions raised by the legal department is a specific purpose for a meeting. Deciding on a new vendor for the project is a useful purpose. However, simply reviewing reports from field staff may not be a legitimate reason for a meeting.

2. Is now the best time to meet? Next Monday may not be the best time to meet if a key player is out of town, the survey data will not be available for another week or a reorganization affecting all of the team members will be announced this week.

3. Would something else work better than a full team meeting? If the purpose of the meeting is simply to get an update on the project, it might be better to just send everyone an electronic copy of the report. If a problem requires the input of only a few members of the team, an informal get-together in an office may be the best choice. If the leader needs information from some members, walking around to their office or a telephone conversation may be a better alternative than a team meeting.

4. What if the meeting was canceled? What would be lost? Would team members or management be unhappy? If the answer is that “nothing would be lost” or “everyone would be very happy,” then you have your answer.



PREPARE, PREPARE, PREPARE



You are ready for this meeting. You have done all the right things.

•  You prepared the agenda and you sent it out a few days before the meeting.

•  All the necessary documents were sent to the members or posted on the team space.

•  The meeting room has been reserved or the teleconference number is set.

•  Even the refreshments have been ordered.

All the necessary preparation is complete—or is it?

Even though the pre-meeting mechanics are in place, getting ready for the meeting should involve some additional work.

One critical way to prepare for success is to check with the key players on the agenda. For example, if one person is responsible for a presentation that will serve as the basis for an important decision, ensure that she is ready and even offer to help, if necessary. Similarly, if a member is tasked with an action item that supports an important agenda item, check to see if he will be ready to report.


“The best preparation for tomorrow is to do today’s work superbly well.”

− William Osler



 


Prepare, Prepare, and
Prepare Some More



A few minutes thinking about the meeting in advance may eliminate problems during the meeting, and result in a successful meeting. Here are some tips:

•  How will you make decisions? If the agenda includes a decision on a key aspect of the project, how will you make the decision—consensus, majority vote, or another way?

•  Review Your Ground Rules. If you have ground rules, will it help to review the ones that pertain to an issue that may come up at the meeting? For example, if you expect some contention over a particular issue on the agenda, it might help to review the ground rules on resolving conflicts.

•  Check Attendance. A few days before the meeting, check the responses to see who is attending. If a key meeting outcome depends upon the participation and support of certain members, are those people planning to attend? For example, if a critical agenda item focuses on the launch of a new sales training program, will both the sales and training people be there? It is obviously better to know this information in advance, when you can make adjustments, then to learn it at the start of the meeting when your options are limited.

•  Play “What if?” Play a little mental game with yourself that visualizes possible problem situations and how you will handle them. For example:

[image: Image]   What if a senior manager shows up unexpectedly?

[image: Image]   What if the meeting starts 20 minutes late?

[image: Image]   What if a key player gets sick at the last minute?

[image: Image]   What if the equipment does not work?

[image: Image]   What if only a small percentage of the expected people show up?

[image: Image]   What if two key members get into an argument over a key outcome?


“Plans are nothing. Planning is everything.”

− Dwight D. Eisenhower





CREATE AN ACTION AGENDA



Many people believe that what you do prior to the meeting determines the potential for a successful meeting. It’s all in the planning.

And the key planning tool is the agenda—what I call the Action Agenda. One of the biggest complaints that people have about their meetings is that they “get off track.” Well, in order to get back on track, you need to have a track and the meeting track is the agenda. What people are really saying is “let’s get back on the agenda.”

Keys to an effective action agenda include:

•  Key Meeting Outcome. This is the main purpose of the meeting. If you only accomplish this one thing during your meeting, you can probably call it a successful meeting. It could be a decision that needs to be made, a problem that requires a solution, a plan that must be developed and other similar important outcomes.

•  Pre-Meeting Preparation. This is the “homework” that is required for the meeting, such as reading a key document, collecting some data, thinking about an issue or discussing a topic with your manager.

•  Specific Topics. Agenda items should be as specific as possible, e.g., rather than “project update” say “develop a plan for feasibility testing of the ABXY project.”

•  Time Estimates. Effective meeting planning includes an estimate of how long it will take to complete each agenda item.

•  Action Required. It is useful to tell team members what action is necessary for each agenda item. In other words, will they need to make a decision or review a report?

•  Who is Responsible. Someone should “own” each agenda item, i.e., facilitate the discussion, answer questions, present findings, etc.

Finally, our rule of thumb is that agenda items are listed in order of importance. In most cases, this means that the key meeting outcome is the first item on the agenda.

Meeting Notice and Agenda





	Meeting Title:

	ABXY Project Meeting




	Meeting Date:

	April 30




	Starting Time:

	2:00 p.m. Ending Time: 3:15 p.m.




	Location:

	Conference Room A




	Pre-Work:

	Read first quarter budget report; read customer survey executive summary; review March meeting minutes; think about value-added of a new district




	Key Meeting Outcome:

	Develop a revised budget for the project.





Agenda

[image: Image]


“In the real world, agendas are as rare as the white rhino and, if they do exist, they’re about as useful.”

– Michael Schrage






End of sample
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