Beyond Robert’s Rules:  A Guide to Effective Meetings


Purpose
Every meeting must have a specific purpose.  The biggest trap we can get into is the “Regular Meeting.”   Regular Meetings can simply become forums that quickly loose a sense of purpose.  This will lead to aimless and interminable discussion where nothing gets accomplished and/or low attendance.

There are five general purposes for a meeting:

1. Planning:  held when multiple people are needed to build a plan or else to get buy-in or commitment for a plan.

2. Informational:  held to distribute knowledge and educate members, usually through reports of members and committees.

3. Decision Making:  held for group decision making.  Election of officers, selection of pledges, or changes to rules (policies, procedures, governance.)  It is in decision making meetings that Robert’s Rules are most effective.

4. Problem Solving: called to address s specific problem.  Best if the meeting uses a disciplined methodology to address the problem, and that each step is agreed upon before moving on:

1. State the problem

2. Analyze the problem (brainstorm root causes, etc.)

3. Develop a solution (brainstorming possible solutions, etc.)

4. Plan of action (who is responsible for what and by when)
If the problem at hand is particularly contentious, find a neutral facilitator and even a neutral site to hold the meeting.  A neutral facilitator may be a faculty advisor, an RD, an alumnus, or any person not having specific interest in the outcome and who can maintain a fair and disciplined process.
5. Relationship/team building:  used to celebrate, motivate, or otherwise bring members together.

If your organization is meeting ‘regularly’ (e.g. once a week) - it is recommended that you rotate through the general purposes noted above.  Avoid combining purposes (which tends to muddy the processes.)  Include at least one Relationship/team building meeting.  

You may also want to (generally) plan an academic term’s worth of meetings.  For example most will have more planning and decision making meetings at the beginning and end of the terms.  In the middle part of the term, much of your meetings will center on informational, problem solving, and relationship building.
	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	


Agenda

The single most effective tool to that keeps a meeting on track, on time, and effective is the agenda.  The agenda is simply an outline of the topics to be discussed.  The agenda may include the time allotted to each discussion item.

The agenda should always include a statement of purpose for the meeting, and the type of meeting – in other words, state the goal of the meeting and establish the process that will be used to accomplish that goal.
Preparation time for a meeting agenda will be greater than or equal to the intended length of the meeting.
· Establish the schedule and time for the meeting (start and end times)

· Design the agenda so that participants get involved early

· Next to each major topic include the type of action needed (decide, discuss, review, select, finish), the type of output expected (decision, vote, assignment of action item), and a time estimate for the topic.

· Prioritize agenda items.  Consider what needs to be done/decided immediately, what needs to be done/decided in the near future, and what can be done/decided at a future date, if necessary.

· Avoid overly designing meetings; be willing to adapt the agenda if the members are making progress

· Post the agenda at least 24 hours prior to the meeting.

· FOLLOW YOUR AGENDA.

Keeping on track:

· Time management:  assign a timekeeper.  If the planned time on the agenda is getting out of hand, present it to the group and ask for their input as to resolution (table the discussion, refer to a small group, continue the discussion, etc.)

· Soapbox/Dominators.  Occasionally, your meeting will be consciously or unconsciously hijacked by a meeting dominator.  Some strategies to help overcome them:

1. If you (the chair/facilitator) are the dominator, then stop talking.  If you are not sure, then ask a trusted brother to signal when you need to shut up.  For all others:
2. Structure the discussion (keep to the agenda)

3. Ask thought-provoking questions.  For example, avoid open-ended questions like “What do you think of this plan?” (This gives dominators and highly verbal people an opening they can’t resist.)  Instead try something like, “Here’s the plan. What do you think are the strengths that you would not want to lose, what causes you concern, and did we miss anything?”  Asking good questions is a way to prevent domination.
4. Structure some small group work within the meeting.  Break up into small groups for a few minutes and have the groups report back to the overall meeting.

5. Interrupt the person speaking (if you are the Chair), and summarize their point, “So Greg, you’re saying that we should dance the tarantella naked, is that right?  Does anyone have an alternative view?” [This acknowledges to the speaker that he/she has been heard, and solicits other opinions.]  Alternatively, you could say, “Greg, you have made your point and made it very well, but I think we need to move on.”
· Silent participants.  On the opposite end, you will have people who will never participate.  Some strategies to get them participating:

1.  Ask a specific question, and go around the table, having everyone answer.
2. Have everyone write down ideas on post-its or note cards as a sort of silent brainstorm activity.

3. Break into small groups/pairs and have brief discussions that are then brought back into the larger group.

4. Engage the participant in private – ask a question about the topic, and encourage them to make their thoughts known publicly.

· Necroequisadism.  Also known as “beating a dead horse.”  

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	


Assess

The only way to improve your meetings is to leave time for an assessment of the current meeting.  A simple assessment can be a “post-it-poll” where participants write responses on post-its ranking on a 1 to 5 scale (1=worst, 5 = best).  For example: “How well did we stay on topic?”  Participants then stick their response on the wall and the facilitator queries members as to areas of improvement.

It is useful to assess three areas:

1. Results:  Results are measured against the purpose.  Was the purpose achieved?

2. Process:  Assess how well the meeting progressed, what processes worked and what didn’t.

3. Relationships:  The quality of the interpersonal relationships – were they characterized by openness and straight talk?  Respect and courtesy? Other dynamics?

For longer meetings (e.g. retreats), it is useful to take a break every couple of hours and assess how it is going.  This gives you time to adjust the process to improve the outcome.  Also, longer meetings are best assessed at the end in written form – asking questions as to objectives, effectiveness, and cooperation.

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	


Check list for the Meeting Chair:

Prior to the Meeting

· Be clear on purpose and goals

· Create an agenda

· Post the agenda

· Ensure that appropriate supporting information is circulated in time to be useful

During the Meeting

· START ON TIME

· Ensure quorum (if required)

· Review agenda

· Keep discussions focused on agenda items (use ‘parking lot’ for issues that are brought up but are not on the agenda.)

· Encourage full participation

· Help group come to a decision (avoid necroequisadisim)

· Summarize decisions

· Agree on action plans (who does what and by when)

· Solicit and draft agenda items for subsequent meetings

· Evaluate meeting

· END ON TIME

After the meeting

· Ensure that minutes are produces and promptly distributed

· Follow up on action items
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