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"You should never go to a meeting

or make a telephone call

without a clear idea of what

you are trying to achieve."

Steve Jobs, Chairman and Chief

Executive Officer, Apple Inc. 1955-2011.

"You have a meeting to make

a decision, not to decide

on the question."

Bill Gates, Cofounder of Microsoft

Corporation. 1955-date.

Meetings that are run well are a

professional gift to us all. Sadly, that is

not often our experience - when a

meeting invitation pops up in your

calendar, what do you think? 

“Oh good, I could do with some

group therapy.”

“That meeting always runs late.”

“The actions are never clear.”

“This will be the most productive use

of my time.”

“I need to catch up with my

colleagues.”

“It’ll be a chance to catch up with my

emails.”

How can you make sure that your

meetings start on time, have the right

people there and that they are

productive? Here are a few practical ideas

and suggestions and you should start by

asking yourself these three questions:

1.  Why are you meeting?

2. Who will attend the meeting?

3. What decisions will be made?

1. Why are you meeting?         

Is this just a meeting about a meeting? A

meeting is not a place to brainstorm and

discuss new ideas – this should be done

in advance and then you’ll have a clear

list for discussion. If you are the Chair,

you should send out required reading at

least three days ahead of the meeting.  

2. Who will attend the

meeting?         

What are the important things you need

to consider to ensure this meeting is a

professional and productive event? Ask

yourself:

• Is this a regular, useful meeting that is

always held? 

• Is it an urgent meeting to discuss and

decide on new policy and procedures?
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• Does everyone have to be there? 

• Are you being invited just to ‘keep you

in the loop’?

• Are you looking forward to this

meeting as a form of expensive group

therapy?

Your professional time and expertise is

invaluable, so here are a few questions

also to ask yourself:

1.  Why are we having the meeting?

2. What decisions will be made?

3. Am I going to be asked for

something at the end?

Ideally, you will find this out before

the meeting but, when you are

developing a new approach to meetings,

these questions should be asked at the

start.

3.  How long will the

meeting last?        

Meetings often start late and then there

is a continued delay as late arrivals are

brought up to speed. The meeting should

start on time and finish on time, or early.

Attendees will appreciate it if a different,

more effective code of conduct exists at

your meetings. Meetings should be

scheduled to be as short as possible –

your time is precious. Use a ‘meetings

cost calculator’ to boldly display how

much each minute of the meeting is

costing to run. There are multiple free

apps available to download – search for

‘meetings cost calculator’. It does help to

focus the group on keeping the meeting

to time.  

Managing multiple projects is

something that is second nature to

healthcare professionals. A successful

approach I have used is to do my research

with each individual stakeholder before

the meeting on a one-to-one basis. This

means I can listen to them in depth and

gather useful information. This approach

worked well because:

• Stakeholders showed up on time, as

they knew the meetings would be

brief.

• They knew I’d done my homework, so

simply had to validate key points.

• They gave their best professional

effort to be prepared, as being seen to

‘hijack’ the meeting with new

information took longer.

How do you keep

everything on track?        

Somebody needs to facilitate or ‘parent’

the meeting. This doesn’t have to be you

(but it is a useful leadership skill to

develop). The facilitator should start the

meeting with an approach that lays out

the rules of engagement using OARRs:

O – Objective of the meeting

A – Agenda (start and finish on 

time, or early)

R – Roles (who is facilitating, 

who is Chair, who will take a 

note of action points etc.?)

R – Rules – (phone calls, emails, 

breaks, laptops, has 

everyone read the agenda?
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Do they all need to be there?
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Ask everyone to input their rules and

agreements and then agree them as a

group. 

In most meetings, I agree to a five-

minute break after a short time to allow

everyone to catch up with urgent or

important things that have arisen. When

they know they will have that

opportunity, they are more likely to give

the meeting their full attention.  

Ban Any Other Business

(AOB)       

Perhaps my biggest piece of advice is to

ban AOB. This is often used to raise new

matters or hijack a meeting’s direction

and purpose. Individuals may have

something important to say or to add, or

need a good moan, but this should be

raised with you in your one-to-one

meetings beforehand. You should exclude

AOB when you set out the protocols for

your meeting. How can you capture these

other items, without allowing them to

veer your meeting off track?

Keep a flip chart that records

attendees’ concerns that arise – I call

this the ‘Car Park’ – it allows

acknowledgement of the information

and keeps a record of the concern,

without allowing it to set the meeting off

course.

If you do all this, your meetings will be

a beacon of excellence and productivity

and will soon be regarded as the gold

standard approach, which is worth

everyone’s time and effort. Don’t you

agree?!
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“Perhaps my biggest piece of advice is to ban AOB.
This is often used to raise new matters or hijack

a meeting’s direction and purpose.”

A short break allows everyone to catch up with urgent or important issues.
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