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Introduction 
If a meeting is run well, the decisions 
made are likely to be wise and 
responsible, working well for the 
organization. On the other hand, if a 
meeting is run poorly, flawed decisions 
are likely to be made. The costs may not 
be immediately obvious, but they will be 
incurred in the short and long term. The 
return on investment will be nonexistent 
or even negative. 

When you leave a well-run meeting, you 
typically feel energized and invigorated. 
You have a sense of achievement and a 
renewed commitment to the 
organization. You sense that your time 
was well spent and that you made a 
difference. You look forward to the next 
meeting, and you will prepare for it by 
fulfilling commitments that you have 
made. You are enthusiastic about the 
organization and your work. This 
attitude can lead to financial gains. 

By contrast, if a meeting is run poorly, 
you leave it with a sense of confusion 
and frustration, questioning why you 
needed to be there and what was truly 
accomplished. Your energy level and 
enthusiasm for the rest of the day may 
diminish. Reduced productivity and a 
negative financial impact are likely. 

Dysfunctional meetings often reflect 
dysfunctional organizations. A 
prerequisite to truly good meetings is a 
healthy organization. That means having 
a compelling and clearly defined 
organizational mandate and principled, 
effective leadership. A high commitment 
level is required from individual 
members, who feel empowered and 
motivated, rather than passive, 
contributors. Roles and responsibilities 
for the various individuals, and 
committees, need to be clear.  

The organizational culture should 
promote values such as excellence, 
quality work, a results orientation, 
achievement, accountability, creativity 
and innovation, listening, fairness and 

equality. There also has to be a good 
ability to handle conflict and an intent to 
work effectively with all stakeholders. 

Deliberating on Difficult Issues 
While routine decisions can be made 
with little or no discussion, substantive 
or contentious decisions need a more 
measured and deliberate approach. The 
following are important aspects to 
consider about your organization’s 
deliberation dynamics in difficult 
situations: 

Lateral Movement and Forward 
Movement 
Good decision-making requires a healthy 
balance between lateral movement 
(creative, informal and free-flowing 
discussion) and forward movement 
(summarizing progress by identifying 
areas of agreement and issues that still 
need to be resolved). Lateral movement 
should precede forward movement. 

Problem Mode or Solution Mode 
Far too often, groups rush into solutions 
without first asking what the problem is. 
In the case of complex issues, rushing 
into solution mode is likely to produce 
shortsighted solutions that do not stand 
the test of time. People focus on 
symptoms rather than root causes – and 
the supposedly solved problem comes 
back to haunt you later. 

Self-fulfilling Prophecies 
If the deliberations focus on why 
something cannot be done, it won’t be 
done. If, instead, ideas are explored with 
an open mind, wiser and more visionary 
decisions will emerge. 

Opposing or Proposing 
When controversial proposals or 
unexpected new ideas arise, many 
members are predisposed to criticize and 
raise their objections first. Raising 
concerns is important but in a meeting 
opponents should be challenged to 
propose solutions or better alternatives. 
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Problem Solving 
The following six-step approach to 
problem-solving should be embedded in 
your meeting and organizational culture, 
to replace the mad rush to solution 
mode: 

1) Discuss the real problems and avoid 
being trapped by the symptoms of 
surface issues. 

2) Establish the criteria and principles to 
look for a solution. 

3) Search for options for solving the 
underlying problem. At this stage, have a 
creative and free-flowing discussion that 
will allow lateral movement, avoiding 
detailed analysis of each idea. List all 
options that emerge, even those that 
appear senseless or outright bizarre, 
since such out-of-the-box thinking might 
spark novel ideas. Resist the temptation 
to quickly trivialize suggestions with, 
“We already tried that in 1977,” or “Pat 
will never agree to this.” 

4) Evaluate the options according to the 
established criteria. This is the time to 
raise concerns and even be a devil’s 
advocate. But it’s also the time to be 
brave, take risks, and consider measured 
departures from the status quo. 

5) Select an option.  

6) Develop a schedule for 
implementation and follow up. 

Key Ingredients of a Successful 
Meeting 
Meetings differ widely, from a daily 
gathering of staff in a small office to the 
annual meeting of a large public 
company. But 10 key ingredients 
contribute to successful meetings of all 
kinds.  

1) Clarity of mandate, purpose, issues 
and process 

The group has to know what it is 
mandated to achieve and what decisions 

it is authorized to make. It also should 
know the specific purpose of the meeting 
and elements within it: What agenda 
items are for information only and which 
are for decision-making? 

2) Order and Decorum 

For a meeting to make logical progress, 
there must be order, civility and 
decorum. Only one member should 
speak at a time, after being recognized to 
speak, and he or she should be able to 
speak without being interrupted. 
Members must remain courteous; keep 
their comments to the issues; and avoid 
personal criticisms or speculations on the 
motives of other members. 

3) Productivity and Forward Movement 

A good meeting moves forward at an 
appropriate pace, allowing members to 
make timely progress along a predefined 
agenda. Some indicators of low 
productivity are the failure to complete 
agendas on time or the tendency to rush 
through significant items at the end of 
the meeting; the failure to make 
decisions; the failure to assign 
implementation duties after decisions are 
made; and the spending of significant 
time on side issues at the expense of 
substantive issues, perhaps with lots or 
repetition, rambling, and digressions. 

To improve, establish a realistic scope 
and time frame for meetings, allocating 
time for main agenda items and 
preparing an agenda that shows the 
expected time frame for each item. 
Schedule high-priority items for the start 
of the meeting and delete agenda items 
that aren’t ripe yet for productive 
discussion. As well, prepare decision-
oriented documents and reports before 
the meeting, clearly identifying options, 
proposals, and motions in a concise and 
reader-friendly manner. 

4) Flexibility and Creative Thinking 
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To produce good decisions, a meeting 
needs a balance between structure, 
formality, efficiency and sense of 
purpose (the forward movement 
function) and flexibility and 
opportunities for free and creative 
thinking (the lateral thinking that is also 
essential in decision-making). The 
degree of structure will vary by the type 
of meeting; nature and size of the group; 
and complexity or contentiousness of the 
issues being tackled. It’s important to 
pre-plan the structure of a meeting but 
it’s also important to recognize when 
you are getting bogged down and need to 
amend the plans.  

Strive to expand the range of possible 
solutions when complex or contentious 
decisions are being tackled, to encourage 
creative thinking instead of locking into 
the first and most obvious solution. If 
consensus appears elusive, introduce 
more options than just voting for or 
against a motion: For example, 
postponement, referral to a committee 
for study, or withdrawal of the proposal. 
And protect members whose unpopular 
or unusual ideas are criticized or 
trivialized too quickly. 

5) Quality Decision-Making 

The success of a meeting is ultimately 
measured by the quality of decisions 
made in it. 

Again, it is critical to encourage 
questioning and healthy scrutiny of 
proposals and the status quo. Focus 
discussion on bottom-line problems and 
away from surface issues. Question the 
introduction of issues that are relevant 
only to narrow interests. And intervene 
to caution about the danger of hasty 
decisions when others are rushing to 
judgment. 

6) Openness, Listening and 
Collaboration 

Frequently people come to meetings 
with their minds made up, which 

undercuts the whole notion of having a 
meeting. If time is to be spent in a 
meaningful way members must come 
with open minds. They must be prepared 
to set aside their personal biases at least 
temporarily; learn from others no matter 
how new they are to the organization (in 
fact, new individuals may have the most 
interesting and helpful insights); and 
they must work together with adversaries 
to advance the mandate of the 
organization. It’s important to intervene 
firmly and courteously to keep members 
listening and working collaboratively, 
and to encourage critics to become 
creators. 

7) Balance, Inclusion and Equity 

It is amazing how many bright and 
insightful individuals sit through a 
meeting without uttering a single word. 
Hoping for equal participation in a 
meeting is laudable but it won’t happen 
without concrete steps; the most 
outspoken, assertive or knowledgeable 
members will continue to dominate. And 
without broadly balanced input, the 
quality of decisions will likely suffer.  

Balance means creating an even playing 
field where each member has the same 
opportunity to speak, share insights and 
influence meetings. That means 
structuring the meeting in a way that 
makes it easy, convenient and safe for all 
members to express views. Some tips: 

• Ensure that members speak by 
raising their hands and waiting to be 
recognized by the chair. If many 
members wish to speak, establish a 
speakers’ lineup. 

• Establish a rule that first-time 
speakers receive priority over 
second-time speakers. 

• Solicit responses from members 
who may be quieter but 
knowledgeable and insightful: “Can 
you help us with this issue, Frank?” 
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• Assign follow-up tasks to new 
volunteers. 

• Measure the approximate 
percentage of meeting time 
consumed by every member and 
share the statistics. 

8) Shared Responsibility 

Typically if anything goes wrong with a 
meeting, we blame other people: the 
chair, for letting things get out of 
control, or a dominant or disruptive 
member. But we all share the 
responsibility for making meetings we 
attend fruitful. Suffering is optional. If a 
meeting isn’t going well and the chair is 
doing nothing about it (or is the worst 
culprit) don’t just sit back and suffer 
quietly. Raise your concerns and have 
them addressed. 

Make it part of your meeting culture that 
people acknowledge openly, and act 
upon, the notion that suffering is 
optional. 

9) Variety and a Light Touch 

Meetings don’t have to be dull, 
monotonous and predictable. They can 
be dynamic, engaging and invigorating – 
even fun. Add variety, so people can 
look forward to attending: 

• Invite a guest speaker or staff 
member to make a presentation or look 
for a case study to discuss. 

• Ask members to work on their own 
for a few moments and jot down their 
thoughts – and then ask quieter members 
to share their thoughts. 

• Try breaking a complex task into 
several sub-tasks and then assign each to 
a smaller discussion group, which 
reports back on its findings (perhaps in 
10 minutes time). If it’s a warm day, 
suggest those groups work outdoors. 

• Change the seating arrangements so 
that members get to sit beside somebody 
new every meeting. Try printing 
nameplates with names on both sides 
and designate a different person each 
meeting to come early and arrange the 
seating order. 

• Try mild aerobic exercise, 
particularly in long meetings. 

• Provide different refreshments or 
celebrate a member’s birthday with a 
cake. 

• Acknowledge and possibly reward a 
member for a special effort. 

• Hold meetings at different 
locations. 

• Change the sequence of items on 
the agenda. 

• Rotate the chair, so a different 
person organizes and chairs the session. 

• Try a stand-up meeting, with no 
chairs, tables or even sitting on the floor. 
You may find the meeting time reduced 
by 40 per cent to 50 per cent. 

10) Logistical Support 

In a good meeting, nobody should notice 
the logistical details. The room setup is 
just right, the temperature comfortable, 
the ventilation works, the lighting is 
suitable, and, if needed, the microphones 
and technology needed for visual aids 
are working. Somebody has checked 
beforehand. 

Those ten key ingredients can help you 
to improve your meetings. Use them to 
assess the effectiveness of your current 
meetings and then work to fix what 
needs to be improved. When people 
leave your meetings, make sure they are 
invigorated and felt it is time well spent. 


