Leading Effective Meetings
You may have heard it said: “Nobody loves meeting!” But that should be changed to: “Nobody loves poorly planned and executed meetings.” 

Meetings are essential to the effectiveness of any team. They help to co-ordinate efforts into a united strategy to accomplish the goals that have been agreed upon.

So why do people “hate” meetings and how can we run more effective meetings?

Below I have included a selection of articles that have helped me transform meetings from drudgery to delight. It is possible to lead great meetings – and these insights provide techniques and strategies that you can use. Be sure to add the insights from the Leading Team Meetings1 article which stresses the importance of integrating contemplative practices into meetings – after all, we are not just running a business meeting, but creating an opportunity for people to connect with God, with each other and grow spiritually through the process.

Footnotes:

1 http://www.ymresourcer.com/documents/Leading_Team_Meetings.doc
Good Meeting Musts

Learn to Lead meaningful, engaging, and effective meetings

By Hank Hilliard

We've all been there. You grab our keys and hop into the car to drive to church for another meeting.  As you pull out of the driveway, you are already resenting the fact that you are missing time with your family or a quiet night home alone. The whole drive you are making a list of things you would rather be doing, or things that won't get done because you are going to be stuck in another church meeting on a Tuesday night. By the time you pull into the parking lot, you are to the point of anger as you anticipate people reading reports to you word for word from a sheet, endless arguments over such things as doorknob styles for the new kitchenette, and the person in charge saying, I know we said the meeting would be over in an hour, but.......

Your attitude may not be the best and your mind may not be completely focused on the task at hand. But you are there.You came. Perhaps voluntarily. More likely, you are required to be there.

Meetings don't have to be something to dread. Meetings don't have to be limited to only those who are required to be there, or who are there out of some sense of guilt or obligation. Meetings in church life are inevitable. Meetings do not have to be boring and draining for those attending. With some planning and focused effort, you can lead a meeting that is meaningful, engaging, and most of all efficient.

"You need a driver's license to operate a car, but no qualifications to call a meeting, which means any fool can do so."  Mike Woodruff

... especially if the fool has the word "Director" or "Senior" in the job title.

How many bad meetings have you attended? If you have worked in a church more than a week, then you have probably sat through at least three or four. Boring exchanges of information that end up going nowhere.

In youth ministry, the typical response, is that we decide we need to make the meeting fun. Whether this is a parent meeting or a volunteer team meeting, we decide if we throw in a couple of games and put some silly putty on the tables, that our meeting will somehow be more valuable for everyone that the weekly staff meetings we have to sit through. But often, it is the same bad meeting with a few laughs here and there.

Bad meetings are not bad because they lack fun. Good meetings are not based upon the participants having fun. Don't get me wrong, the meeting should have some fun elements to it. But fun is peripheral. It is not why all these people are in the room.

Musts of a good meeting:

1. Agenda

Establishes goals and purpose for the meeting. No one should leave the meeting not being absolutely certain why they were there and what was accomplished. Ideally the agenda should be set and sent out before the meeting, with participants being given the opportunity to contact you and request the opportunity to add an item to the agenda. This allows you to filter out topics that are not relevant to the meeting, and derail those who are coming to the meeting with their own agenda. This also allows you to promote an especially important meeting, or to signal ahead of time if any sensitive or potentially volatile issues that are on the agenda.

Ensures "first thing's first." Too often we want to save the "meat" of the meeting until last only to find out by the time we get there, we are out of time. With an agenda, you can place things in the order you need and keep track of time as you go.

Gives organization and flow to the meeting. You look organized and prepared. This is important because you need the trust and support of those you have called together. The more confident and competent you look, the more likely you are to earn others' trust and support.

2. Focus

Business guru Patrick Lencioni says leaders need to avoid throwing too many issues into a single meeting. It makes the meeting "like a bad stew with too many random ingredients." Focus does not mean the meeting has to have only one component or one topic, but every part of the meeting must go well and complement one another to make a good stew.

For example, when I host monthly volunteer team meetings, we typically do four things, and usually in this order.

First, we play. We spend some time playing a board game, doing some trivia questions, or anything that helps get us laughing and lightening our spirits.

Second, we share. It is important to know and care for those we are in ministry with. This time offers every person a chance to share what is going on in their lives both inside and outside of the ministry. This is our time of holy connection to one another and to God. Prayer should be a part of this time as well.

Third, we practice. I offer some sort of training element. Sometimes this can be as simple as watching a video clip and discussing how it applies to our ministry with youth. Other meetings you may want to present something you recently learned at a convention or from reading a good book.

Fourth, we shape. We work on the ministry. This time is set aside to discuss problems or successes in ministry, certain youth who may need special attention, discuss the calendar, plan an upcoming retreat, or anything else that needs attention.

Although each meeting has four components, they are all tied to one another and flow into one another. Planning ahead and entering with a clear focus allows me the opportunity to know where we need to spend the most time and energy that month. The volunteers who attend know what to expect and can prepare mentally and spiritually before they ever enter the door.

3. Follow up

Another huge mistake leaders of meetings make is to lead the meeting as a stand alone event. The meeting should be a part of something much larger.

Assign tasks: Often the meeting will produce some great ideas to improve the ministry. However, if no one is assigned the tasks needed to make an idea happen, it will soon fade and die. Responsibilities for who is doing what should be clearly given before the meeting is adjourned. Otherwise, the leader usually takes on too much, and after realizing she can't do it all, wastes time trying to get people to commit to ideas that now don't seem so important or great.

Contact those who missed. Let the person know you missed them. Tell them the most important things you think they need to know. Send them notes or minutes from the meeting.

Set / Announce the next meeting. If you do not have a regular time (like the first Sunday of every month), and your group is small enough (under 12-14), then set the date of the next meeting before you end the current meeting. Everyone should have their calendars. If your meeting went well, they should be excited to meet again. If your group is larger and you set the dates or you have a regular meeting date, be sure to announce it, and perhaps have "save the date" cards for them to take home and put on their fridge or bulletin board.

Meetings do not have to be dull, boring, and a waste of time. Raise the bar. Set the standard. With some effort and intentionality, you can make your meetings purposeful, focused, meaningful, and efficient.

Death By Meeting - 5 Tips for Better Meetings

Author of the best-selling book Death by Meeting offers insights on how to make meetings more productive and less painful.

1. Know the purpose of your meeting. Is it about solving a tactical, short-term problem, or a critical strategic issue? Are participants meant to brainstorm, debate, offer alternatives, or just sit and listen? Don't let your meeting devolve into a combination of all of these, leaving people confused about what is going on and what is expected of them.

2. Clarify what is at stake. Do participants understand the price of having a bad meeting? Do they know what could go wrong if bad decisions are made? If not, why should they care?

3. Hook them from the outset. Have you thought about the first 10 minutes of your meeting and how you're going to get people engaged? If you don't tee up your topic and dramatize why it matters, you might as well invite participants to check-out.

4. Set aside enough time. Are you going to be tempted to end the meeting before resolution has been achieved? Contrary to popular wisdom, the mark of a great meeting is not how short it is, or whether it ends on time. The key is whether it ends with clarity and commitment from participants.

5. Provoke conflict. Are your people uncomfortable during meetings and tired at the end? If not, they're probably not mixing it up enough and getting to the bottom of important issues. Conflict shouldn't be personal, but it should be ideologically emotional. Seek out opposing views and ensure that they are completely aired.

These five tips alone can improve the quality of our meetings, both in terms of the experience itself as well as the outcome. And considering the almost universal lethargy and disdain for meetings, they can transform what is now considered a painful problem into a competitive advantage.
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Death By Meeting Book Review
I just finished Patrick Lencioni's new book, Death By Meeting. I'm a big fan of his books, because they're easy to read (about two hours), interesting (written as a story/fable), and educational. I still count Five Dysfunctions of a Team in my all-time top ten (probably makes the top five). Lencioni's company, The Table Group, has more information, including a quiz you can take, and other downloads you'll find useful after you read the book.

This book centers around one of the key points he made in Five Dysfunctions, that of having positive conflict in personal interactions. He makes the point that having a meeting to simply gain consensus or worst--give status--can be deadly. But just like a good movie, having conflict and tension and resolution can make everyone more engaged and interested.

Of course it would be just another novel if there weren't strong business lessons. Though they're presented in a simple way, the points he makes about the way to run regularly-occurring meetings are interesting. I'm toying with the idea of adopting his style in my own team's weekly meetings.

He outlines four types of meetings:

1. The Daily Check-In – Requires that team members get together, standing-up, for about five minutes every morning to report on their activities for that day. Five minutes. Standing up. That’s it.

2. The Weekly Tactical – This should last between 45 and 90 minutes with the following critical elements:

• The Lightning Round: A quick, around-the-table reporting session in which everyone indicates their two or three priorities for the week. This should take no more than 60 seconds per team member.

• The Progress Review: Routine reporting on critical information or metrics: revenue, expenses, customer satisfaction, inventory, etc. This should take only five minutes.

• Real-Time Agenda: The agenda should only be set after the lightning round and progress review are complete. This way the agenda will be based on what people are actually working on and how the company is performing against its goals, not based on the leader’s best guess beforehand. 

3. The Monthly Strategic – This is the most interesting and, in many ways, the most important type of meeting any team has. It is also the most fun. Here, executives wrestle with, analyze, debate and decide upon critical issues (but only a few) that will affect the business in fundamental ways. Monthly strategic meetings allow executives to dive into a given topic or two without the distraction of deadlines and tactical concerns.

4. The Quarterly Off-site Review – These provide executives an opportunity to regularly step away from the daily, weekly, even monthly issues that occupy their attention, and review the business in a more holistic, long-term manner. Topics for reflection and discussion at a productive Quarterly Off-site Review might include the following:

• Comprehensive Strategy Review: Executives should reassess the strategic direction of the organization, three or four times a year.

• Team Review: Executives should regularly assess themselves and their behaviors as a team, identifying trends or tendencies that may not be serving the organization.

• Personnel Review: Three or four times a year, executives should talk, across departments, about the key employees within the organization. Every member of an executive team should know whom their peers view as their stars, as well as their poor performers.

• Competitive/Industry Review: Information about competitors and industry trends bleeds into an organization little by little over time. It is useful for executives to step back and look at what is happening around them in a more comprehensive way so they can spot trends.

Half the Meetings, Twice the Productivity

Over time at Life Church, our systems became more complicated and our communication more challenging.

To help people become better informed, we started adding meetings. Unfortunately, more meetings led to more inefficiency. (This may not always be the case. But it often is. Read Death by Meetings by Patrick Lencioni.)

We tried a radical experiment and cut the frequency of our meetings in half. If a group met once a month, we moved it to once every two months. If they met four times a year, we moved it to twice a year. If they met once a week, we moved it to twice a month.

Here is what happened:

* Instead of less communication, we had better communication. The infrequency of meetings forced us to be more intentional with our communication.

* Instead of planning out one week, we had to plan two. This forced us to become more organized.

* Instead of the meetings seeming dull and boring, people came more excited to be together.

* Instead of longer, more drawn out meetings, people worked harder, faster and smarter.

* We freed up a ton of time for other important ministry.

It might be a slight overstatement… if so, not by much. I honestly think we cut our meetings in half and doubled our production.

Author Q & A Pat Lencioni - Death by Meeting

Q: What do you have to say to a CEO who thinks meetings are a waste of time?

A: I'd say that CEO is failing. Anyone who leads and manages people needs to understand that meetings are critical to any organization, and there is no good excuse for bad ones. A bad meeting is a function of its leader. The fact that we, as a business society, have come to accept that meetings are painful, and to continue to endure them that way, is ridiculous. It's like Shaquille O'Neil deciding that basketball games are boring; or a presidential candidate deciding that politics is really not that interesting. Meetings are what executives and managers do, and they need to realize that the fault for bad ones is their own.

Q: Why do so many people hate meetings, and is it inevitable?

People hate meetings for two big reasons. First, they are boring. Painful. Tedious. Second, meetings are unproductive. According to a Wall Street Journal poll, CEOs list meetings as the single largest category of unproductive time on their schedules. Based on my interaction with CEOs and other executives, hatred of meetings is commonplace. However, bad meetings are not inevitable. There is nothing inherently boring or unproductive about meetings. They are the activity at the center of every organization, and should therefore be both interesting and relevant in the lives of participants. If we can just turn everything we know about meetings upside down - replace agendas and decorum with passion and conflict - we can transform drudgery into meaningful competitive advantage.

Q: Why do meetings ultimately matter? Are they really important?

Meetings, as much as they are loathed, are critical to any organization. According to a recent study, they are where we spend approximately 25% of our business day. Beyond the time we spend in meetings, however, there should be no doubt that meetings matter. They are the origin of every decision that is made. They are where presidential cabinets decide to wage war or peace, where governors and their staffs decide to raise or lower taxes, where executives decide to open or close a factory. And if executives are nodding off during meetings and waiting for them to end, there is a good chance the decisions they are making are bad ones. 

Q: When you decided to write business books, what made you decide to take on the fable format?

I decided to write fables rather than more traditional books for one primary reason I believe that people learn best when they are engaged. So many of my readers tell me that they relate to the characters and get absorbed in the story, and before they know what's happening, they're learning something big. Beyond that, I wanted people to actually enjoy reading my books. The thought of writing a more academic book, one that people would use as a sleep aide, was just too depressing for me.

Q: What do meetings and movies have to do with one another?

People who run meetings can learn a lot from movie directors and screenwriters. Think about it this way. Most movies are roughly two hours in length. Many of our staff meetings are the same. But given the choice, most of us would rather go to a movie than a meeting. Why? Because meetings are boring. Which makes no sense, because meetings have two big advantages over movies. First, meetings are interactive, movies are not. You can't interact with actors on the screen during a movie, but you can weigh in and affect the outcome of a meeting. Second, meetings are relevant to our lives, but movies are not. The outcome of a movie has no direct impact on our lives, while a meeting often has a very real effect on what we will do in the foreseeable future. So why do we prefer movies to meetings? Simply put, because meetings are boring. Why are they boring? Because they lack conflict. Fortunately for moviegoers, directors and screenwriters figured this out long ago. I dabbled in screenwriting after college and learned that the way to keep an audience engaged was to ensure that there was plenty of conflict in my stories. Not only that, but I learned that if you don't highlight that conflict early in a story - during the first ten pages! - you'll lose your audience. When we lead meetings, we need to think more like directors and screenwriters. We need to give our people something to care about, something worth engaging in conflict over. We need to raise their level of anxiety about what could go wrong if we don't engage. And we need to raise these issues at the beginning of our meetings, before our audience checks out and starts thinking about what movie they're going to see that night. The good news is that there are plenty of issues at every meeting that have the potential for productive, relevant conflict.

Q: When it comes to evaluating the success of a company, many people examine balance sheets, stock prices, etc. What made you focus on meetings?

While financial indicators are certainly the best way to evaluate a company's success from a symptomatic standpoint, a better way to predict success is to assess the organization's vibrancy, passion and commitment. And the most central activity at the heart of an organization is the executive staff meeting. It is where every decision, whether strategic or tactical, originates. And so, when executives sleepily nod their way through their weekly meetings, the odds are good that the decisions being made are not the best ones. Similarly, when you look at companies that continue to perform at the top of their industries, you can bet that executive staff meetings are anything but boring. Microsoft, Intel and General Electric are known for the passionate discourse and confrontation that takes place among leaders.

Q: As technology continues to make life and business more and more virtual, do you think this has positive or negative effects on meetings?

I think that the promises of the virtual workplace have not panned out to the extent that everyone expected. The fact is human beings need to be in the same room, face to face, in order to engage in the kind of discourse that leads to good decisions. When we try to circumvent that reality by using audio and video conferencing, we dilute the quality of our conversations, and ultimately, the decisions that we make. Of course, there are certain types of conversations that are fine for virtual communication - customer service, basic information sharing, and tactical updates. But trust and conflict and commitment and accountability are not easily nurtured over a network, even a high speed one.

