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MANAGEMENT

Optimize Staff,
[iberate Your Meetings

BY VERGIL METTS, PH.D.

Mecessary evil. Time vacuum. Serial productivity killer.

Megative leeiings abowtl meetings are commen for mamy reasons. bMost of ws spend too much

time sidting in too many of them, feeling the pull of tasks, emaii and woicemail piling wp while
nathing meaningful transpires. From the weekly department gathering to the annual corporte
offsite, the critiques are remarcabdy similar.

Cenerally speaking, I'm = the less-is-more camp. But given that meetings are and will remiain

part of our corporate identity, bhow can we make them matler more?

The most efective meetings serve two purposes, Making progress toward satistying clearly

articulated objectives is the more abvious, but sadly often-unachieved purpose, (See the
aocompanying sidebar tor mare on this.)

'Using group time to build

Onea higher level, however, effective meetings,
hield for almost any reason, can serve another
poweriul role: team buiiding. Done rght, meet-
ings — especialy those regularly scheduled —
can make your warkgroup, division or compisy
a better functional unit. There becomes a multi-
plying elfect, making each subsequwent gathering
better than the last, with benefits to individuals
extending far beyond the walls of the conference
Toom.

The bigogest barmer to this team-buikling ethect is
trusi. Or to be more precise, {5 the lack of brusk,
at a fundamentil kevel. Exercises like meetings
work best when participants feel secure enough
to take healthy risks. Making encomnventional
recommendations, speaking in a stream of con-
sciousmess manner (if that's how one operates
optimally), or challenging long-held assumptions
or procedures are but three exampées of high-
result end-products engendered and offered by
participants who feel safe.

When this occurs, managers can expect not anly
the solution to a short-term problemn or the com-
pletion of an agenda bem. You can expect to see
growing confidence among participants to speak
more frankly and debate maore Freely. That's
tionw, and when, mestings take a gquantum leap
torward, and when the people in them become
more free-thinking and confident.

Healthy contlict s absent from too many mest-
mgs and arganizations due to the basic principle
of @ lack of trust. Meetings thal are characterized
by interpersonil contlict {i.e., unhealthy conflict)
olten do mol leawve room or the kind of condlict
vou iand your arganization need 1o build team-
work.

Conwersely, in many setlings, playing it safe
becomes status quo, for fear of being viewed

as difficult or unmanageable. it's how and why
the rghtiully derided grougthink sets in. Lyndor
lohnsam said it well: "If two men agree on every-
thing, you may be sure that one of thermn is doing
the thinking.”

The meeting facilitaters challenge i to manage
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personal conflict while encouraging healthy
debate. It is imposible — and counterproduc-
tive — to keep emotion out of it, so it & of
greial importance o note the action verb in

the sentence above: manage, nol eliminale. 1L

is important to remember that each person’s
opinion s simply a point of view. When people
state their opineon as absolute fack, there is little
raaen for healthy debate.

We encourage pecple 1o begin their statements
with phrases such as, "Here’s how it is for me,”
or “As | see it..." By discussimg and expiaring
differences in viewpoints instead of arguing
absofutes, you stand a better chance of success-
ful diglogue. The meeting leader may OCcasion-
ally reming the group to focus on the Bswes
instead of the people,

It i easy to say that trust is the critical founda-
tion of effective tearmwork. But how does ane
build trust in a group? First, remembeer that
trust is wery much like love: those who give
alin tend to get. In 4 team situation, it requires
someons Lo take the tirst step. And the steps
to basilding trust among team members are

simple. Trust has its own "3 R's": Rewvealing,
Receiving, and Respeck

Aevealing means that you tell what s true for
vouL It may invele sharing some of vour own
wulnerability or discomtort. When others see
your willingness to reveal your "true sell,” they
are olten more trusting and willimg to do the
same,

Receiving invohes completely and tully listen-
ing to another person's point of view without
defensiveness or argument. When people feel
they're not going to be attacked, belittled, or
discounted in what they say, they are more
willing to take the risk to state their true apin-
i,

As for respect, heed Aretha Frankiin®s admon-
Bshment: Fing ouwt whot it means (o me. Learmn
winat’s impeortant to your leammates and how
they want to be treated. Then do your best to
treat them that way, Practicing these "3 A'%"
cin [puild e trust that enables healthy and
productive conflict of ideas.

Thers may be a terrilic oppoctunity on the
nidr horizon to reset vour meeting style: your
group’s of compary’s summer offsite satting.
We've all seen how a change of scenery away
from office confines does wonders in freeing

Meetings That Decide...and Unite

How many mestings leave you
feeling like the question at hand
wias broached but never firmly
attended to? Or worse, that the
meeting's very purpose was never
made clear?

Structuring mestings with smple
decision-making tooks can help,
Here's a flow chart that has

proven effective here at Impact
Associates and with our clients.

*Steps:

Record on Flipchart

*flot all dedsions will requine ey step.
Far example, not all besinstieermed list will
redjuine & welghled mnking. However,
lngitimate opporbunity for imobament/
participation and open discussion b
imgerative if persanal camenitenent b
the dechdons & to be achimmd,

State Purpose o Goal

Brainstarm

Decision-Making Tools

* [dentify the ksue, problem, task or question.
* Work until you gain understanding and darity;
spend the time necessary to get agreement;

peoplie o be maore themselves. [U's an equalieer.

It wau typically mix business with plesure at
such events, hold a meeting wslike any you'we
had belore. Choose a topic everyone has an
interest in. Set a single, clear objective and one
grownd rule: pretend you'ne meeting with fami-
Iy, not business associates, and doa’t hold back.

Build trust and openness by pledging any idea
deermed nod worth pursuing stays here, bo die
i quiet death, Pendimdg success, conclude by
announcing future meetings back at the office
will rurm just like today's.

What is there to lose at your next meeting?
Mothing, save tor some sernal stealth
BlackBerrying. To gain? The first in what may
be a leng train of creathe, serviceabde

ideas,

Drr. Vergil L Metts is presigent and CEOQ of Impact
Associates Inc. and holds a doctorate degree in
industrial and organizational psychology

from the University of Tennessee, Dir. Matts has
pxtensive experience working for and consulting
with public and private organizations.
[vmetts@impactassociates.org)
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write an flipcharts so all can see.
+ Etablih criteia f appropriate.

* Indhvidually and silenthy; time s generally twa to five minutes;

no discussion; ask for concepts not sentences (one or twa wands),

* Go round-robin quickdy; no discustion; exhaust all ideas.

* Do not combine sirmilar ideas/concepts; gain understanding anly,
notagreemeot;dothiequickly. = 000 0 0
* Use weighted priarity (most impartant as five to least important as one);

* Spend the tirme necessary to get understanding and agreemant;
give ample time for all to contribute.

r Buy consensus; get 100 perr:ml-:mmitnﬂ'rt, not 100 pm:mt
agreement; poll each individual for personal commitment.
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