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The Effective Meeting

Meetings are essential to doing
business, but all too often they

do not get the results intended.
This is because they are denied
the importance they rate. Here,

a guide to having better meetings.
And to having better productivity .

[J Almost all the major decisions in business
today — as well as a great many minor ones —
are made at meetings. This being so, it is strange
that the business meeting is so rarely perceived as
something separate and distinct from the set-
piece meetings of political and community groups.
The literature on the subject will tell you all
about how to run a meeting at your golf club, but
it says little about how best to conduct the kind of
informal conferences that take place continually
in offices and plants every working day.

A real difference exists between the two. Meet-
ings of a club or school board are among elected
officials who forgather on a regular basis and are
constrained to follow, however vaguely, the estab-
lished rules of order. Business meetings are very
often unstructured ad hoc affairs among pick-up
teams of managers and supervisors. By their
nature, most business meetings are none too
tightly organized.

The ability to “meet” effectively under these
conditions is given no special recognition. It is
commonly assumed that running a good meeting
is an exercise in natural skill. Many companies
are without policies or guidelines as to how meet-
ings should proceed, and training in this regard is
frequently absent from the curricula of manage-
ment courses. It’s as if all that is required for a
good meeting are enough chairs to go around.

Given this hit-and-miss approach to such an
important aspect of business life, there can be
little wonder that many business people are scep-

tical about the usefulness of meetings. Even
senior managers are inclined to look down on
them. In a survey of 471 U.S. executives conducted
by Communispond Inc. of New York last year,
71 per cent of the respondents agreed with the
statement that meetings are “a waste of time.”

It is a great shame that anyone in business —
let alone those in the top ranks — should hold
meetings in such low regard, considering all that
can be accomplished when people put their minds
together. Well-run meetings generate synergy,
which means that the effect of a combination of
ingredients is greater than the sum of all their
individual effects.

Why is there so much disillusionment over
meetings? One answer may be that people have
attended too many of them that never should have
been held in the first place. This raises the basic
question of what a meeting is all about. It is a
gathering of two or more (for the purpose of this
essay, more) persons to do collectively what cannot
be done by one person. The number of useless
meetings could be reduced if managers were to
ask themselves more often whether a meeting is
really necessary, or whether the same results
could be obtained with a memo or phone calls.

If a meeting is warranted, its purpose should be
clearly understood in advance by all concerned,
since there is no greater waste of time than a
meeting at which the participants do not know
what is expected of them. If, for instance, a
decision has already been made and the object is
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