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This Meeting Sux, I’m Stepping in…
With Conscious Acts of Leadership 

You know most meetings suck, but are you ready to lead your meetings from within the group, to previously unrealized levels of success?

Let’s face it, the vast majority of meetings being held this moment, and those thousands more that will be held in the next hour, and every hour thereafter, ad infinitum, will suck! They will be boring as hell, and a poor use of time. Why? Because very few people, meeting leaders included, are adept at meeting facilitation skills. Your average meeting leader or chairperson doesn't have or believe that they need any special skills to run a routine meeting. After all, we've all been to hundreds of meetings. It's no big deal to hold a stupid meeting. Is it?

No, you're absolutely right. It's easy to hold a "stupid" meeting, and unfortunately, that's the way most of them turn out. And it's because few of us understand and know the importance of effective meeting “process.” Meeting participants, perhaps like you, feel helpless at these meetings. If this is true for you, you can learn to make a difference by learning some simple skills, attitudes, and methods presented in this report to change the course of your meetings, even if you’re not the leader.

About five years ago, I founded the virtual university, www.FacilitatorU.com, providing virtual training, tools, and resources for facilitators, trainers, and group leaders. The success of our university to effectively support group leaders has led us to reach out to that much larger audience of people who attend meetings, who don’t officially lead them, and who are frustrated by how they’re conducted. Many of you, though you may not be called the “leader,” have leadership skills and are not afraid to use them when needed.  I take this to be a very important point, as I believe that anyone in a group who employs a conscious act of facilitative leadership, leader or participant alike, can positively impact the direction, focus, and consciousness of a group at any time. In that spirit, I offer you this report to help you lead your meetings to unrealized levels of success. And to take this idea even further, I have a larger project in the works, a new book entitled…

This Meeting Sux, I'm Stepping in...
With Conscious Acts of Leadership

If you’re interested in ongoing help in realizing untapped possibilities in your meetings, and would like to have your success story published in this book, please see details at the end of this article about how to get involved.

But it’s not “my” meeting! 

When participating in a meeting lead by someone else that’s going nowhere, we often hear people say, “What can I do? It’s not my meeting.” Sure, that’s one way to look at it. And if that’s what you’re thinking, here are three reasons why you’d benefit by changing your mind:

1. If you’re in the meeting, you’re already giving it your time and life energy. Put your time to good use by making it YOUR meeting. What if you were to change that little voice in your head that’s saying “This isn’t my meeting so I can’t do anything about it,” to one that says, “Hey, I’m giving up an hour or more of my life here that I could be using to do something else. So I’m going to make this meeting work for me”? This shift in attitude marks the beginning of creating an entirely different experience.


2. If you resent being there but you’re doing nothing about it, you’re hurting yourself. When you are in a situation that brings you pain, frustration, or unhappiness, and you’re doing nothing to change it, you’ve made yourself a victim of circumstance. Come close. I have a secret to tell you. There are no victims of circumstance! No matter what the circumstance turns out to be, you always have a choice in how to respond to it. Sometimes this choice is a change in behavior. Sometimes a change in attitude. And often both. The longer you languish in the victim mode, the less powerful your feel. And the less powerful you feel, the easier it is to be a victim. You have more power than you think to change any situation, and unlimited opportunities to own and use this power. Taking action in your meetings is a good place to start.
3. How you show up in meetings has strategic importance to you and your career. In their book, “Mastering Meetings,” the 3M Management Team cites the following finding: Many executives scout for talent at meetings. In a survey of business leaders, 87% said they gauge people’s management abilities according to how well they lead meetings. Nearly the same percentage (81%) said they assess managerial ability on the basis of how well people participate at meetings. Clearly, meetings are the training ground for managers. With that said, consider what George Kieffer, author of “The Strategy of Meetings” has to say about  Why your performance in meetings is good for your career.
Your performance may often be judged on the basis of your performance in meetings. Because how you handle a meeting reveals how you might handle a future job necessarily full of meetings. Leadership jobs in particular are about managing people. In meetings you get to see how people manage people. When you show up for meetings, do you meet as a substitute for work or as a tool to get something done? Are you a passive participant wasting time or a focused manager? Can you prioritize? Do you listen? Can you handle more responsibility? These relatively brief moments form the basis upon which profound judgments are made. In essence, every meeting you attend is a prospective job interview and a current job evaluation.

OK, I’m convinced, so now what? 


Fortunately, there are only two basic skills you need to master as a meeting participant to shift the course of the meetings you attend. Here’s what they are:


1. Recognizing when a meeting is off course.

2. Asking a question in such as way as to bring the group back on course.

Sounds simple, doesn’t it? Meeting facilitation can certainly be more complicated and there’s a lot more that you can learn about it. But these actions alone can make a huge difference for you. We’ll now explore applying these skills to correct the five most common dysfunctions groups engage in. 

But first, some attitude!

Before proceeding, let’s talk about “how” you ask the questions that will get your meetings back on course. Often, when we know something that others don’t, it’s possible we’ll come across sounding that way. This is especially true when we’ve been sitting in a meeting for an hour frustrated and angry at how it’s going. And we all know that comments coming from frustration and anger aren’t often well received, even if they’re funny!

Therefore, it’s important to act quickly when you notice the meeting is heading into trouble and it’s also important to ask in a neutral or innocent tone. You want to come from a place of sincere curiosity, not from a place of self-righteousness or anger. A tool that can help was brought to my attention by my friends Dike and Peg Drummond of www.SuperTeams.com. They suggest using the “Columbo” persona when trying to influence a group from within. For those who don’t remember, Columbo was a detective character played by Peter Falk in the nighttime series “Columbo” that aired during the seventies. Columbo was an unassuming and apparently absent-minded character. He dressed in sloppy clothes, drove a dumpy car, smoked a fat cigar, and also seemed to ask the most innocent and naïve questions, usually in passing. He’d always turn around on his way out the the door after an interview, rubbing his brow, saying, “Oh I’m sorry, there was just one more thing, I was wondering….” Columbo’s disarming, humble, and innocent attitude, always got him the answers he needed to solve the case.  

With that said, let’s get on with it.


1. Why are we here?

Many meetings forge ahead with or without an agenda, with no one really clear on why they are there. You should always be there to accomplish your meeting objective, not to blindly the agenda. The agenda should serve as the roadmap to achieving your objective. Here are some examples of meeting objectives. 

· To decide which software package to purchase for your latest project.

· To develop a new hiring plan.

· To determine the cause of high employee turnover.

Objectives are expressed in terms of clear outcomes that are easily understood. If you are in a meeting and the objective isn’t expressed right away, jump in with an innocent question:

”I’m sorry, may I interrupt for a moment? I might have missed it but could we review the objective for this meeting so that we’re clear what we want to leave having accomplished today?”

The objective is the result you’re seeking to achieve by having the meeting in the first place. The objective is to your meeting what a lighthouse is to a ship on a foggy night. It will keep you on course and out of trouble if you keep an eye on it and speak up when you collectively begin to lose site of it. This leads to our next corrective action, “Park It.”

2. Park it!

One of the most common complaints I hear about meetings is that they “just don’t go anywhere.” What people really mean is that although a lot of ground might be covered, it’s often covered in circles and on tangents. It’s very common for a group of people with lots of different problems, priorities, and concerns to get off course. When this happens, corrective action is called for, and fast! When the group is heading on a course that doesn’t serve the meeting objective, ask:

“Excuse me, there are lot of good points being brought out here, and at the same time, we have a lot to cover to accomplish our meeting objective. Can we place these points in the parking lot and get back to our main objective?”

The “parking lot” is a key tool used by all effective meeting facilitators. It’s simply a flip chart page labeled “Parking Lot” where you “park” all issues, concerns, problems, and solutions, that may be important but are not immediately relevant to your meeting objective. Make sure to take five to ten minutes before the end of the meeting to address these issues, deciding how and when they’ll be dealt with. Not surprisingly, many of them may seem irrelevant or unnecessary to pursue by the end of the meeting.

3. Document decisions

How many times have you been to a meeting where great solutions were presented and excellent decisions were made, only to be forgotten by the time the next meeting rolled around? Decisions made and actions assigned that aren’t written down won’t get done. That’s why it’s critical to write down each and every decision and action that comes out of every one of your meetings. If a decision is made and/or an action assigned that isn’t written down and the meeting is about to move on to another topic, ask:

“I think it’s great that we made this decision. Can we have someone summarize it and write it down so that we’re all clear about what has been decided?”

Having someone summarize the decision distills it into clear language that everyone can hear and agree upon which will eliminate confusion later. Writing it down also gives people a chance to reflect on it and this assures that it won’t be forgotten by the next meeting!


4. Facilitate participation

So often, though there are many people in the room, we only hear from a few. The whole point of having a selected collection of people in the room is to bring their collective knowledge and experience to bear on the problem at hand. When you feel that one or two participants are dominating a meeting, ask:

“Excuse me, I’m curious, I’d really love to hear what everyone thinks of this. Can we start with Bill and go around the room real quick to hear what people think about this idea and how to make it better?”

Great facilitators know the value of getting everyone involved, not only to get their ideas and insights but also to get their support for decisions made and actions taken. Without buy-in and support from those who are to carry them out, even the greatest plans will go nowhere.


5. Action

You can have the greatest meeting in the world but if no action results from it afterwards, it will have been just a pleasant conversation. Reviewing and documenting actions is just as important as documenting decisions. If a meeting is about to adjourn and actions haven’t been reviewed, ask:

“This was a great meeting. After accomplishing so much, it would be great to decide what’s next to keep up our momentum. Could we take a minute to review the decisions we made, any actions we’re going to take, and who’s going to do them?”

Writing down action items to be reviewed at the next meeting is one of the most important things you can do to ensure that consistent action is taken. And consistent action taken over time is all that has ever been needed to achieve even the greatest accomplishments.

What next?

That's it. Now you have five simple actions to take that will make your meetings better than ever, no matter what your position on the team. Over time, when you use these skills, you’ll find your meetings improve and everyone will be very grateful that you were involved. 

I wish you the best in your meeting transformation efforts. Now go forth and boldly go where no lowly meeting participant has gone before. Into the mysterious and powerful universe of group synergy, where there's a surprise around every corner and where magic happens! Bless you, my fellow change agents.
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