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MAKING MEETINGS MATTER

Marsha Forest and Jack Pearpoint

CREATING and DESIGNING 
A NEW KIND of MEETING, WORKSHOP, 
SEMINAR, STAFF DEVELOPMENT or ANY TRAINING

meeting:  the act of coming together

“Tell me, I’ll forget.
Show me, I may remember.
Involve me and I’ll understand.” (anon)

Research on learning styles in the last ten years has confirmed the above quotation to be more true than ever. The retention rate for remembering material one year after presentation is:

	Telling alone				10% retention
	Showing and telling			40% retention
	Showing, telling and involving	80% retention

Why then do we persist in old methods and old habits of running our meetings as if people really retained information by a constant stream of one-way talk or seeing unreadable and dull overheads.

How do We Learn Most:

• 37% of us learn most by experiencing, by moving around, touching and actually doing things. (kinesthetic)
• 34% of us learn most by listening, talking, hearing music and sound.(auditory)
• 29% of us learn most by seeing, looking at pictures, and reading.(visual)

The majority of meetings, conferences and organizations persist in not putting this knowledge into practice. Meetings are often colorless, static, boring and dull.  It does not have to be this way.

We believe and practice making every meeting/event into a lively learning experience that is colorful, musical and creative.  The underlying motive is not to turn everything into a party, but rather to enhance the productive output of every meeting.

Readings from organizational change in hard nosed scientific and technological organizations demonstrate that this is positive, possible and necessary. If you really want to make things happen, to make changes, to serve the people in your organization you can begin now. All it takes is knowledge (which is out there in book shelves in abundance) and action (which is what you need to do to make knowledge work.)

Our Main Rule for Meetings:

Thou Shalt Not bore or waste other human beings time!

This means you must have an urgent purpose and state it at the start of the meeting.  (If you do not have an urgent purpose, then you likely should not be meeting.)

Implementation: Do not organize or go to boring or disorganized meetings. Leave. Only stay at meetings that are creative, have a problem solving/can do culture,  and get meaningful work done.

Steps to Make Meetings Matter (A Bakers Dozen)

1. The Environment (Creating a Climate for work)
Research from architecture and design is conclusive. Our environment effects us and the work we do. What does the room look like? Is there adequate light and air? Is it comfortable? Is the room accessible for all your team members?  Does it take 3 maps to find the room? Is parking available? The purpose of environmental factors is to remove anything that suppresses the intelligence or creativity of the group.  If people have to run a gauntlet to find your event, then have to squirm, shiver or sweat through the day, it should come as no surprise that the outcome is often a bust. Your meeting room must look alive, creative, fresh! Balloons are always a signal that something unique is going to happen. Colorful party banners communicate celebration. Think about the “climate” you want and create it. Pick a theme and decorate around it. For example: the circus, an orchestra, a garden, a party.

2. Food. The Gift of Hospitality. 
“If you build it they will come. If you bake it they will stay.” (Shafik Asante) Any good organizer knows that food is a key in making people comfortable. Are coffee, tea, and juice set up and ready when people arrive? Home baked or store bought quality treats are a must. The smell of cinnamon buns is a sign of welcome. Fresh fruit is lovely. We find adults (children of all ages) enjoy an array of cookies and candy.  Full stomachs make for happy people. It does not have to be lavish or expensive. Bulk stores provide a medley of marvelous treats for kids of all ages. You can do this on almost any budget. It need not cost much. The thought is worth a fortune.

3. The setup.
This is not the fluffy stuff. If you think that the environment, food, etc. are the “extra or trivial stuff” you are ignoring what the most successful organizations in all fields  are doing these days. This is not new. The Fortune 500 companies all know and use this.  Why don’t we? Market research says that before anyone utters one word, more than 80% of the message has been conveyed. This is scary since most of the meetings we see are still focused on a pre-arranged and non-collaborative agenda, use old rules of work, and are dull, in a colorless, and uncomfortable setting.

Choose your room well. Unless you can’t choose there is no excuse for a bad room. There are lovely places in any city to hold meetings. And bad rooms can be changed to at least have some colour and food.  Bring your own lights!

When people walk into the room we suggest the set up be in a horseshoe with comfortable chairs facing a large white piece of paper where you will put your graphic notes of the meeting. The white paper is a symbol that says: “together we will create a meeting and come up with a meaningful and exciting action plan.”

4. Music. 
Hollywood has known for years about the power of music. The least we can do is to have a boom box and play music as people are arriving. Music is a powerful form of communication. Physiologically, it also sets brain waves in motion and readies us for learning and creativity.

Choose your music wisely and well. What mood do you want – somber and sober or lively and energetic? The music will assist in setting a tone. Choose music you enjoy and ask yourself, “What will this say to the group?” Music without lyrics is better for a meeting. Make sure you have a good tape or CD player ready to go. Always practice with your equipment in advance - cue your tapes to be ready at a touch. Music is a strong form of communication and will give a signal before you ever open your mouth to speak.

note: By now, you can see that our underlying assumption is that you want participants to be creative and alive with ideas. This may not be true. Some organizations either purposely or unconsciously lull their participants into a dull stupor or put them to sleep. However, if you want lively dialogue and good conversation, if you want action outcomes, you will do all the above before you even utter a word.

5. Books, props, gimmicks, gizmos. 
What are your metaphors for change? At every meeting, we have six colourful sequined hats to represent DeBono’s Six Thinking Hats Strategy (see Edward DeBono Six Thinking Hats, Penguin). We use a chime to call people together. We have squeaky toy hammers that we hit on the table if people persist in using jargon. The research is that props give people permission to experiment with new and unique ideas. If you want innovation, you must make your meetings innovative. Boredom breeds boredom; creativity begets creativity. You can have powerful guidelines that add humor to serious enforcement. For example: wet towels or squirt guns can be used to stop people from being wet blankets and shooting down every good idea that comes up.

6. Name tags. 
In  a meeting where people don’t know each other, we suggest simple colorful name tags with large first names. Sticky labels are fine. Tiny typed name tags that no one can read are useless.   They convey the message that you and your name really isn’t important. We don’t use titles - just the first name. Make sure it is the name the person wants. We have seen organizations simplify and modify names.  Trust is eroded before you even begin. Jose is not John. And Sunil is not Sam. Respect people by using the name they choose. Colorful name tags  humanize a meeting and make it less formal. Colourful stickers are always fun and make the name tags alive and lively. We often set up a name tag table and ask participants to make a colorful and creative  tag for another participant. Of course we also wear name tags. We never ask participants to do what we  won't do. An inventive who’s-who exchange is a Polaroid camera shot of each participant with a short biography written around it. 

In general be creative.  
Make the room say something.  
This is  powerful content before you even say one word.

7. Time Boundaries. 
There is nothing worse than meetings that always start and end late. This is the fault of the facilitator or chair who doesn’t make the boundaries clear from the outset. If you want meetings to work, set time boundaries and negotiate real start and end times with the group. You may think the meeting ends at 3 PM, but if the majority of the group is leaving at 2:30, (usually undeclared) your meeting will die on the vine. Negotiate real time boundaries with the group. Stick to the decision.

8. Make the Implicit - Explicit!  
Make the way you work clear. What are the norms and rules you operate with?  Is it OK for beepers to go on and off? Can people come and go when they want? Are side conversations tolerated? Is negativity the norm?
Successful organizations make their rules clear, and more important they have people who enforce them. This can be done in a lighthearted manner. If Tom and Jose are constantly chatting and you really say this is not the behavior you want, someone can jokingly ask them to say aloud what they are saying to each other. They can also be ‘fined’ and the fines go to a party fund. The point is that civil behavior has to be monitored. We have seen incredibly rude behavior in many organizations. The failure begins by not  enforcing polite ways of working. If backstabbing and talking behind people’s backs is the norm, that could be the subject of a whole meeting. Unless negative behaviors are put on the table and changed, the organization will never be fully successful in its mission and goals.

9. You - the facilitators - Co-Facilitation
It is our belief that if you want to create a team culture and if you want the ethic of “Together We’re Better” to permeate your organization, you must have meetings co-facilitated. A graphic recorder and a process facilitator are essential. Every staff has people with gifts and abilities in these areas. Use them. 
And, as the facilitators, you must be ready and prepared. Rested. Do you have an urgent purpose for the meeting. Are you working alone? Are you clear what you want the outcome to be and are you flexible to change?  Are you ready to listen and learn? Do you have back up equipment - i.e. bulbs for the overhead. Do you have all your materials ready, chart paper, clean pens, the  boom box etc. Most of all have you been there early to set up the environment that conveys the importance of this meeting.

10. Knowledge is key.
Are you up on the most cutting edge ways of running meetings? Do you bring at least two new books to share at each meeting? Is there an article you hand out to stimulate thought among your staff? Most of all can you confidently convey to your staff that what you are doing is creating meetings which can be problem solving and solution generating events not the usual old way of doing business that keeps everyone in the same rut.
Put an innovative handout on each chair. Share current knowledge – preferably in one page. We suggest a piece of writing or poetry  that everyone can read (silently or aloud) and respond to at the meeting. A topical short  news clipping is a good start. It is best copied on hot colored paper. An annotated one page handout of recommended readings, videos and audio tapes tells participants you value knowledge and are up to date. Pages and pages of boring data in traditional academic style are usually thrown away by anyone actively engaged in real work in the real world. No one can digest more than a few items at a time.

The MEETING 
Begin and end well.. the rest follows..

11.  Reading Aloud & Checking In
Choose a reading – a poem or quotation that reflects the theme of your meeting. You could use a music or video clip. Keep it short. This is a tone setter. It is not “the meeting."
Ask each person to share for 1-3 minutes about where they are currently at. Make sure a timekeeper keeps time. A count down timer is essential.  Ding a little bell at the end of the minute and move on. If a person doesn't use their time, give them the gift of silence. If a person goes on too long stop them! In large groups you can do this by subdividing into smaller sections each with a timekeeper. 
Another way to do this is to ask each person to share one thing – in one minute  – that others in the group would find surprising about them. . Always begin with yourself! One woman we had known for years was a licensed pilot and no one knew this about her.  Another colleague was a secret  kayak instructor during the summer.  These secret selves, often kept far from the workplace, open new doors and new possibilities for a better team. A different way is to ask for one minute success stories or happenings since the last meeting.

12. Revisiting the Vision
Before you get into the actual business agenda, it is important to revisit your mission and vision. You can’t do this enough. Take five minutes. Draw it, talk about it, sing it. Show a slide show, use video, use music. Whatever it takes, revisit the vision before you start on the business agenda. This is necessary to help all of us let go of the daily pressures, recall the total context, and thus be ‘centred’ ready to think, plan, problem solve the agenda of the meeting. Remember: “Without a vision, the people perish.”

13. The Big Finish 
Meetings need beginnings and endings. How did the meeting progress? Don’t assume. Ask. You can ask everyone to put a word or a phrase or an image on a Post-it note that sums up how the meeting actually went. These post it notes are the ticket of exit and are available for all to see. We also ask that people put their names on their feedback (as long as they feel they won’t lose their job if they tell the truth.) If they can’t tell the truth then that is the real issue the organization needs to deal with before they do anything else.

You can also create what we call a “Kaleidoscope Wheel”. Everyone who wishes gives a word or an image about the meeting to put up on the chart paper. Draw a large circle on a white sheet of paper on the wall.  Ask for words that reflect the reaction and feelings about the meeting. Be sure to emphasize you are not asking for good or bad words, simply words that reflect the participants summary of the event. We tell people that if they do not get their word up in public they shouldn't say it "behind anyone's back" in hallways, staff rooms or at the coffee pot. Often the summation is different than what one expects.  Again this puts an end to guessing and assumption. Quiet groups have often come up with deep messages that reflect the spirit of the meeting or workshop event. Use graphics and color.  Also invite images as well as words. This is a living and alive evaluation tool for all to see - a public record of what the community is thinking and feeling. At a recent meeting the words and images included: love, a heart, anger, energy,  an action arrow, together, scared, excited, and a light bulb.

Make sure there is coffee or tea ready  so people can congregate for  informal time together before they run off. Home made baking is great. Members can take turns being responsible for bringing “treats” to end the meeting. 
End as you began with music that reflects the tone of your event. 

Summing Up
It is our strong opinion as frequent meeting attendees and facilitators that all the above is doable. There are no big money expenditures, although creating the right environment takes time. Building good teams and having great meetings means investing time. We believe it is well spent.

If you do all the above, the business part of the meeting will go smoothly and faster than you would believe. Management research is conclusive that actual meeting time decreases and work productivity increases if you have the right environment and create a problem solving culture. (Note:  There are always serious issues in organizations, but if we use these tools, our capacity to actually tackle tough issues increases - rather than mucking endlessly with diversions.) You have to see it to believe it so start now. If you do this, you will end up with an action plan at the end of each meeting with specific tasks and people taking responsibility to complete the tasks.

 

12 General Guidelines for Meetings:  

Guideline 1 - Thou Shalt Not Bore/Waste Time!
Enough Said!

Guideline 2 - Have a Purpose or Cancel.
If there is no reason to have a meeting, cancel.  Everyone will be delighted you have respected their time. One important meeting purpose is to get to know each other or share information. If that is the purpose, make it explicit and plan accordingly. Don’t clutter the time with a technical agenda. Do things that actually encourage information sharing and team building.  And if it’s that bad - Don’t Go!  If you dread the next meeting – don't go. Would it make a difference?  Better yet, implement creativity steps and we guarantee you'll look forward to your next meeting. Tell the truth to whoever is doing the planning.

Guideline 3 - Judge’s Wigs OFF, Leave your “Luggage” at the door! 
DO real things like taking off Judging Wigs - and writing down and throwing the garbage/luggage - so that people can actually be present for the meeting.  This does not take long - and allows people to set aside all the ‘stuff’ that we all carry around with us which is NOT appropriate to the business at hand - or as a minimum deserves it’s own space on the agenda.

Guideline 4 - Use Edward De Bono’s Six Thinking Hats.
Use the tool Six Thinking Hats to clarify and speed communication and creativity in every meeting. This is described in depth by Edward de Bono in his book Six Thinking Hats. (Little-Brown, New York, 1986. Published in London by Penguin Books).  The Hats are a must to create great meetings.

Guideline 5 - Be Creative! 
That’s a Guideline! Use the part of your brain that promotes color, poetry, music, rhyme , rhythm, pictures, imagination, patterns and magic. 

Guideline 6 - Use Graphic Recording.
Every meeting needs a “record”. Do your minutes on paper on the wall. Use colour. Graphic recording encourages participation, clarifies ideas, speeds up discussions, and allows groups to pick up the last meeting’s discussion efficiently. (Traditional minutes can be written down from the charts - if you actually need them.) Graphic facilitation is not about ‘art’. It is an innovative  form of communication.

Guideline 7 - Use a Chairperson or a Chair-team.
Every meeting needs a “time and process manager”. Appoint someone(s). You can rotate if you like - but when chairing, chair. If you separate the roles it is fine. Just be sure everyone knows the guidelines. The chair’s task is to keep the group on the time and process track.

Guideline 8 - Respect Contributions.
Everyone has something to contribute! No one should dominate. Create mechanisms that allow everyone to make their contribution - and no one to dominate. A “Talking Stick” (or equivalent) is an interesting “prop” to help people respect this guideline. The speaker holds the Talking Stick – others listen. The Talking Stick [or stone] is passed around as required. There are Talking Sticks in many cultures. (A microphone is a modern talking stick, but it doesn't need to been connected.) Create your own! one day we tried a  toy plastic blow up microphone. It made the point!

Guideline 9 - Negotiate REAL Start and End Times.
Negotiate the end time at the beginning of the meeting. Make sure everyone buys in. Beepers off!  Get commitment to stay or end early. Have people raise their hands to signal if they are staying to the time limit - silent acquiescence isn’t enough.

Guideline 10 - Have A Clear Agenda.
Set a clear agenda at the beginning of the meeting. Pre-setting the key issues of the agenda is strongly recommended. Everyone then knows what is coming. 

Guideline 11 - Negotiate Times for Unresolved Issues.
If items are not completed, negotiate when and where they will be resolved. Setting a time to resolve an issue is liberating as opposed to “letting it slide”. It is worth asking who must be at a session to resolve/discuss an issue. Often a sub-group can be authorized to work on an issue and simply report back to the whole group. This saves time for everyone.

Guideline 12 - Conclude – Have a Finale!
Leave time to achieve a conclusion - a wrap up - and do it - on time! Not all items will be resolved, but booking an appropriate amount of time, at a mutually convenient place (for those who need to be present for that item) will give a kind of resolution. If people KNOW that their perspective has been heard and will be respected (not necessarily agreed with), many will be willing to "delegate" and simply hear the 'results' of the agreed follow-up session. That way no one ‘s time is wasted.






Summary: 

Ask yourself if you are doing all these things.
										     Yes	 No
• Did we do everything possible to create a can-do culture?		 
• Did we negotiate an end time at the beginning of the meeting, 	
   making sure everyone buys in? Are our beepers off?	 			 	
• Did we have a graphic recorder and a chairperson 
   (timekeeper) for each meeting?							 
• Did we set clear agendas at the beginning of the meeting?		
• Did we leave time to achieve a conclusion - a wrap up?			
• Did we evaluate the meeting with a kaleidoscope wheel, 
   post-it notes or something creative?						


BEST  of  LUCK  for  YOUR  NEW  CREATIVE  MEETINGS!
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