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On Conducting a Meeting

F you have been chosen to be chairman of a meeting
it is because your group believes that you have

the required qualities. Only reasonable care and a
lot of goodwill are needed to enable you to do a
creditable job.

Keep your approach to your chairmanship positive
and constructive, Group discussion is the base upon
which action is built by all our government, business,
civic and social groups. Your function is to see that
the discussion proceeds smoothly.

Common sense is needed. Without it no set of rules
will keep you on the beam. Good planning is necessary,
for without it you cannot guide your meeting smoothly
toward its objective.

Running a meeting is like putting on a show: it has
to be rehearsed in your mind and then staged properly.
Unnecessary detail must be edited out of the script;
unimportant action must be speeded up; every par-
ticipant must be given an opportunity to say his lines.

If the gathering is anything except a business or
professional conference or an annual meeting it de-
mands the relaxation of governance expected in a
democratic get-together. This is where the art of
chairmanship shows itself.

In a business gathering the general manager may
be chairman and speaker and time-keeper, wielding
total authority, but in a community or club or as-
sociation meeting the chairman needs to use his
personality and social skills to accomplish the meeting’s
purpose and send the participants away satisfied with
their contribution.

Preparation

Don’t start worrying the moment you accept an
invitation to be chairman: start preparing. That is the
main assurance of a successful meeting, and it is the
most potent antidote to stage fright.

Think of the happy position you will be in if you
have planned well in advance along these lines: you
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have briefed those who are to help in conducting the
meeting, such as the secretary, the chairmen of com-
mittees, and other officers, so that they know when
and how to make their contribution; you have the
agenda of the meeting arranged in orderly fashion;
you have determined that you will apply rules and
tact so as to bring out proposals and ideas in the
clearest possible manner, consideration of the proposals
in the fairest possible way, and decision about ideas
in clear unmistakable language; and you have anti-
cipated the meeting’s reaction to every item so far as is
in your power, so as not to be caught unprepared
for eventualities.

To aid you in this important organization of your
meeting, why not make up a “Take it apart” sheet?
You write at the top of a piece of paper the idea that
will be debated, or the resolution to be considered.
Draw a line down the centre of the page and write
on one column ““in favour” and on the other “against™.
Then put your mind to work to anticipate and make a
note of every fact and feature you can imagine as an
argument pro or con.

You will arrive at your platform chair with more
knowledge than anyone in the room of what is likely
to be said, and this helps you to keep control. You will
also be in position to suggest points overlooked by the
audience, giving an opportunity for well-rounded
discussion and consideration.

Have facts at hand, not to trot out gratuitously but
to fill gaps. Make sure that there is someone present
who has detailed knowledge about the project under
consideration, or experience in the course proposed.
Obtain whatever pertinent booklets are available, not
with the idea of reading them to the meeting but so
as to have authoritative material at hand to answer
questions and spark discussion.

Do not rely upon your native intelligence to provide
you with spur-of-the-moment comments and debate-



starters. As Nathan Sheppard wrote in a long-forgotten
handbook for public speakers: “the best improvisations
are improvised beforehand.”

Always keep the members of your audience in mind.
What sort of people are you to preside over?

Some will turn up at meetings with only existential
knowledge of the problem on the agenda: they know
there is a problem. Others will bring essential knowl-
edge: they know there is a problem, they know its
nature, and they have examined into it.

Duties of the chairman

To put it in its shortest form, it is the duty of the
chairman to plan and prepare necessary business,
present it to the meeting, and carry out the policies
decided upon.

Keep the minds of your audience open and running,
not stagnant and idling. Try to avoid wrong turns and
detours, and suppress the tendency some people show
toward dead-end debates. You can accomplish these
desirable purposes very neatly by rephrasing statements
that might be misunderstood, sifting out the irrelevant
comment, and summing up the points which mark
progress.

Your own interest in every statement and person
should be constantly evident, though it is not your
place to talk often or at length. Your job is to get the
ideas of others out for an airing.

Give your full attention to your audience. You can
strike dumb the most eager speaker if you assume an
attitude of kingly reign or one of judicial distance.
You can ruin a meeting by consulting your secretary
or riffling through your portfolio of papers while a
speaker is addressing you.

Here, in a sentence, is your duty as chairman:
listen carefully to what is being said, seize illuminating
suggestions and point them up, combine similar ideas
expressed differently, reconcile divergent opinions,
clarify statements when they may be misunderstood,
and sum up step by step to mark progress toward
a solution.

Should it happen — and it will happen in the best
circles — that several matters suddenly appear before
the Chair under the umbrella of the one being dis-
cussed, do not hesitate to call a halt to the proceedings
while you disentangle them.

You must not allow informality to obscure the
importance of what is being done. Your usefulness
depends upon your authority as director of the meeting.
You have been given that power for a purpose — the
purpose of directing the meeting so as to accomplish
some desired end with fairness to everyone who seeks
to take part in the deliberations.
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Presiding gracefully

It is one thing to be praised for the efficiency of your
chairmanship, and that is worth while, but it is equally
desirable to be praised for the grace with which
you presided.

Let the audience be ever so small, or the circum-
stances ever so disheartening, the chairman must
perform his role with credit to himself and his art.
What you need is not critical scholarship in the rules
of order, but a human feeling for what will be most
satisfying to participants.

There is no room here for spuriousness. Your art
must be valid. Manner and demeanour are not
frivolous but vital.

We all know chairmen who are disciples of effi-
ciency, whipping through a multitude of items in jig
time. We know, too, how often we have come away
from their meetings with a feeling of incompletion, of
non-participation.

Courtesy is needed as well as accomplishment.
Courtesy takes off the sharp edge of power. It observes
the niceties, while preserving the decorum, of debate.
It detects impending conflict and moves in to avert an
open clash. It never shows annoyance. It opens the
door graciously for face-saving when a speaker has
crossed the boundary of good taste.

Keeping up wnterest

Fundamental in keeping up interest is to stir par-
ticipation. When a meeting seems to be lackadaisical
try a little mind stretching. Throw out a question that
is allied to the topic but a few steps ahead of the
current discussion. Try to push the right button to
bring out the interesting and helpful things that might
be contributed by people in your audience who have
not yet spoken. Show interest in a warm, enthusiastic
way.

One helpful question to use when the audience
seems dormant is this: “What will happen if we decide
this way?” Put some expectation into your voice —
some people can talk about the joys of Utopia in such
a manner as to make us disgusted with them.

Get your audience into the habit of rising to speak.
Sitting still keeps people’s minds quiet; getting on their
feet sets their minds in motion.

When the meeting is formal, all remarks must be
strictly relevant to the question being discussed, but
in most meetings some latitude may be allowed. The
chairman, however, must be alert to halt any speaker
who wanders too far from the subject. Not only does
the digression waste time, but it befogs the issue. One
good way to bring a discussion back on to the track is to
summarize what has been said to date.






