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Meeting Management for Team Leaders

 (Excerpt from http://peopleandplanet.org/unis/gg/facilitation/toolkit)

Preparing for meetings:  

You need to prepare in advance to make the meeting as effective as possible.

· The venue should be comfortable and set up to encourage participation: a circle of chairs works well as everyone can see each other. Make sure there’s enough light, air, food and drink and that it’s quiet enough. Drinks slow a meeting down, but might be necessary if it’s long.

· Meeting times: Will people have to skip a meal to attend? Falling blood sugar leads to irritability and lack of focus, so have snacks on hand and plan to take breaks. Will people need to leave in a hurry? If so make sure all the important discussions are held at the start of the meeting, or keep strictly to time!

· The Agenda: Look at the agenda pages for how to make it as effective and participatory as possible. Make sure people who are due to report back will be there.

· Support: You could ask other people to take on some roles, such as timekeeping and note taking or co-facilitate with another person, perhaps with less experience.

Facilitating Meetings

Once the meeting begins, there will be plenty to keep you busy! You will need time to practice, so don’t get disillusioned if meetings aren’t revolutionized overnight. There are lots of tools to help with all of these roles.

Key Process Roles

These are the facilitator’s roles in making sure that everyone is happy and participating in the meeting.

· Establishing common ground: discussions turn to arguments when people focus on areas of disagreement and forget that these are small compared to the things they agree on. The facilitator can remind the group of this.

· Bringing out and resolving conflict: once the common ground is established, the facilitator can make sure disagreements are acknowledged, clarified, and dealt with constructively, rather than brushed under the carpet.

· Preventing exclusive conversations: The facilitator is there to intervene when two or three people take over the discussion.

· Maintaining participation and democracy: this might be the facilitator’s key role. A healthy group needs equality and respect - everyone needs to feel they have been listened to and their contribution valued. So part of the role of the facilitator is to encourage the quiet people and keep some control on the loud and dominant ones. 

Key Outcome Roles

These are the facilitator’s roles in making sure the meeting reaches its conclusions as effectively as possible.

· Keeping to the agenda: keep discussions on the agenda item instead of rambling on or going to a different topic.

· Reworking the agenda: sometimes it will become apparent that the agenda needs to change. You should help the group to rearrange the agenda - altering time allotted to items, or agreeing that certain items can wait until another meeting. 

· Maintaining group focus: always remember why the group is there, and drive discussions forwards to maintain this focus. Look out for areas of agreement and clear proposals for action. If the group is losing focus because of the lateness or length of the meeting, suggest a break, adjourn to another time or energize everyone with a game or a snack.

· Recording decisions and action points: it’s surprisingly easy for decisions to get made, then lost in the other business of the meeting. Ask for someone to act as a note-taker at the start of the meeting.

· Testing for agreement: you need to look out for when the group is nearing agreement, and can move on to a firm decision so that you don’t waste time talking round ideas everyone largely agrees on. It’s worth presenting the group with the ideas you’re hearing and asking for some sign of agreement or disagreement (e.g. handsignals). If you get a clear indication one way or the other, you can ask someone to present a proposal for action to the group.

· Evaluating the meeting at the end to find out what could have worked better, and what lessons need to be learnt for the next time.

Three pieces of advice…

There are several misconceptions about facilitated meetings, understanding which will make everyone more effective in facilitated meetings:

1. “I need to make my point or no-one else will.”

It’s easy to think your opinion is vital, and if you don’t express it no-one will make that point. You’ll be surprised how, if you wait long enough, someone will almost always say what you were thinking. Then you can use active agreement to show you agree. This adds more weight when you do speak up, means someone else may make the point more articulately than you would have, gives quieter members a chance to join in, and saves everyone time by not repeating points.

2. “I need to answer back when someone rebuts my point.”

In a facilitation model you need to imagine that all comments are thrown into a huge pot in the middle of the group. Your point has been heard, and carries equal weight to the rebuttal, so you don’t need to defend it immediately (unless there is a specific question only you can answer). This avoids a potentially alienating or adversarial one-on-one disagreement, means that someone else may back you up if you give them the chance, saves time, and creates a more encouraging atmosphere for others to contribute in.

3. “We don’t need structures.”

If you don’t like hierarchy, great! Structured facilitation is the best way to break down the informal hierarchies that otherwise exist, and equalize participation from everyone

(Please explore the People and Planet website for more tools for creating productive and worthwhile meetings. http://peopleandplanet.org/unis/gg/facilitation/toolkit)
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