
 
 

How to Plan More Effective Meetings 

 

Helen Kelly  

Once I was consultant to a seventeen-member Board of 
Management. On average their monthly meetings lasted six 
hours, but eight plus wasn’t uncommon. I believed that shorter, 
streamlined meetings would save time, screen out people who 
weren’t high value contributors, and improve the quality of 
discussion and decision making. 

With the Managing Director’s (MD) skeptical blessing, I set out to 
reduce monthly meetings to two hours, privately aiming for one. 
It was a change requiring some hand holding at the outset, yet 
after three months even cynics agreed that Board meetings were 
more productive and more interesting. Later the MD decided that 
a smaller Board would improve the quality of their output, and 
that he would hold short meetings more often. 

Here are some tips, distilled from the compendium of new 
practices. I set them out in hopes they will give you ideas for 
enhancing return on your own investment in meeting time. 

LABEL AGENDA ITEMS  
Create a meeting Agenda and identify each new business item as 
For Information, For Deliberation or For Decision. State each topic 
in a phrase or no more than one sentence. Assign a time period 
for each item. For each Deliberation item, note the person best 
suited to facilitate. This is an important decision; more on that 
later. 

 Information items aren’t open to debate. They are largely 
factual, meant to provide background. Information items 
may be the first step as you are preparing to take a decision. 
 

 Deliberation may include identifying and agreeing 
assumptions, brainstorming, finding the root cause of a 
problem, analysing a situation, proposing and debating 
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alternative approaches and solutions prior to taking a 
decision. 
 

 Decision means just that—taking a decision. Items labelled 
For Decision are up for vote, which means people have the 
facts and deliberation is finished. Labelling helps the meeting 
organiser to be concise and to consider the next important 
step— how much prior preparation you ask people to do. 

ARRIVE PREPARED  
For Information  
The presenter is advised to organise material in logical order and 
arrive with a printed summary of key points. Where possible, send 
this Information Brief in advance. It helps limit time requirements 
for this item to a clarification period. Where the information 
won’t require clarification, you don’t need an Agenda item; just 
send the Brief. After a while, people won’t wait till they’re at the 
meeting to read it. 

Concerning the presentation itself, be concise; avoid making 
generalisations without specifics to back up. Anticipate questions, 
making every effort to answer them within the presentation. 

For Deliberation  
This is the tricky bit. You want to avoid paralysis by analysis yet 
you want a full examination lest you eclipse important 
perspectives. Situations under discussion vary widely and there 
are many ways to assess a situation, formulate alternative 
scenarios and drill down to three or four choices on which people 
will vote. However, here are process steps that help smooth the 
way. 

 Send a Discussion Starter. For example, perhaps you are 
developing your response to an RFP. Create some options 
and send them out prior to the meeting, stating that these 
are starters and asking people to come prepared with their 
own thoughts, ideas and proposals.  

Early on people may ignore you; however, some will take 
your request to heart and demonstrate at the meeting the 
value of prior preparation. Others will follow. Discussions 
become richer, more focused and shorter. 

 Ask the person most knowledgeable and experienced to 
create the Discussion Starter and facilitate the discussion. 
That person is likely to be concise without sacrificing 



important details and to sense when meeting participants 
are equipped to make an informed decision. (More on 
facilitating meetings below.) 
 

 Send out a Key-Point Summary of the discussion. Those who 
can’t attend will have the basis for a discussion with 
someone who did. And, everyone will have a refresher on 
the points and options. The facilitator should write the 
Summary. 

For Decision 
Two factors helped make decision taking more efficient and 
effective. 

 Don’t revisit deliberation before taking the Decision except 
under extraordinary circumstances. 
 

 When someone has taken a decision and will announce it at 
a meeting, label that Agenda item as For Information. 
Otherwise managers may be tempted to disguise the 
decision as open for discussion—a ploy that wastes time and 
is ultimately seen as disrespectful. 

The person who has taken the decision should announce it. She 
should come prepared with a full explanation of the rationale for 
the decision and of the implications for those who are affected by 
it. When allocating time for this item, provide time for questions. 

CONSIDER SINGLE PURPOSE MEETINGS  
Wherever possible, hold single purpose meetings, especially when 
you need a painstaking analysis/deliberation prior to making a 
decision. Deliberation is the opening out phase where people 
need time to reflect and debate. Without sufficient deliberation, 
people may squabble at decision time because they are starting 
from very different assumptions, or don’t share a view on what 
the real problem is. And, with a crowded agenda, you may be 
forced to reach agreement prematurely in order to make a 
deadline. 

Here are some other benefits of single purpose meetings. 

 They help to improve participation. People who typically sit 
back and wait for others can’t escape so easily. 
 



 When it comes to For Decision items, people can’t backpedal 
in order to first discuss, deliberate and debate options. 
 

 Single purpose meetings are useful when you work with 
geographically dispersed groups or individuals. Working 
across borders and time zones, you can arrange brief 
meetings more frequently at times roughly convenient to all. 
It is not unusual to have meetings as brief as ten or fifteen 
minutes—and they can be virtual. 

In any case attention, begins to wander in four minutes and is 
difficult to sustain longer than fifteen minutes. Try for an hour 
maximum. 

CHOOSE EXPERTS TO FACILITATE  
By custom, the meeting facilitator is the manager. Actually the 
best person to facilitate is the person most informed about and 
closest to the matter. It is useful to identify facilitators by the 
item, and it will not be unusual to have several different people 
facilitating at any one meeting. 
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