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Manage meetings

Overview

This topic covers the management of meetings including the implementation of suitable processes to ensure the objectives are met in a timely and efficient manner to the satisfaction of all stakeholders.

Determine the purpose of the meeting

Meetings occur when groups of people gather to discuss and try to resolve matters which are of mutual concern.  They provide the opportunity for all parties in an organisation to work as a team to fulfil their roles, while ensuring the goals of the organisation are met.  This is achieved by structuring the meetings to ensure equal contribution from all representatives, resulting in innovative ideas, problem solving and decision-making processes.

Dwyer (2006) tells us that meetings can be used to:

· provide or clarify information

· give and receive feedback

· provide training

· encourage decision-making and problem-solving

· facilitate discussion

· encourage creativity and innovation.

Meetings can also be held to comply with statutory and legislative requirements of an organisation.

Planning the meeting

Before calling a meeting, you need to determine if a face-to-face meeting is necessary, or can the objectives be achieved equally effectively by a tele- or video-conference.  You then need to take into account the purpose of the meeting, its style, structure and any budgetary constraints.  This will assist you in deciding on the venue, catering, travel and accommodation arrangements that may be necessary.

A Notice of Meeting states the purpose, date, time and venue of the proposed meeting.  This notice is often incorporated in the Agenda, which lists the business items proposed for the meeting and the order in which they will be dealt with.  It is a record of what will happen at the meeting. 

The Minutes of the meeting are a record of the time, date and venue of the meeting, who was in attendance, the matters discussed and decisions made.  They are a record of what did happen.

The Agenda, accompanied by a copy of the Minutes of the previous meeting, should be prepared and distributed to all members in a timely manner (usually at least 14 days before the proposed meeting )to enable participation by all interested parties.  In some organisations a draft agenda may be distributed to allow participants to put forward amendments or additions.  Obviously this will need to be done so that sufficient time is allowed for a revised agenda to be distributed prior to the meeting.  If there is any specific documentation to be distributed to members regarding Agenda items, this may also be included with the Agenda.  An action list prepared from the minutes of the previous meeting may also be attached.  It clearly shows who is responsible for any specific tasks decided upon at the meeting.

All participants of a meeting, whether formal or informal, should ensure that they are well prepared prior to the meeting.  They need to have ready any presentations or documentation that they intend to present, and in the case of a formal meeting, ensure that they have notified the Secretary of their intention so that they can be included in the formal Agenda.

Seating arrangements for a formal meeting should be prepared in advance to ensure effective layout and use of venue facilities.  If it is to be a large meeting, non-executive members could be seated in an auditorium-style format with the Chairperson and other executive members on a raised platform at the front.  Smaller numbers can be dealt with using various around-table seating arrangements.  In all cases it is essential that the seating layout allows the Chairperson to effectively control the meeting processes, and all members are equally able to participate.

Consider the following proposed seating arrangements for a small group meeting in your workplace.  Which one do you think would be most effective?  




Option A
Option B
Option C

If you chose Option C, you would be correct.  A circular or oval table configuration allows the ideal seating arrangement as it is non-confrontational and allows easy control and participation by the Chairperson.

If any special equipment is required for presentations (eg computer and projection equipment) this should be organised and checked prior to the meeting.  Don’t assume it will work – check it!
Preparing the Agenda

The Agenda is prepared by the Secretary in consultation with the Chairperson.  Although the items are fairly generic, the layout and actual content will vary in accordance with the objectives and style of meeting.

Often similar purpose items (eg those requiring decisions) are grouped in order of importance so that they are dealt with first.  In some cases the time allotted for each item may be shown.

	An example of an Agenda incorporating a Notice of Meeting is shown below.  Notice of Meeting of XYZ Staff Social Club


Date:
Monday 24 July 2006


Time:
3.00 – 4.00 p.m. 


Venue:
Staff Recreation Room, Level 6


Purpose:
To review general operations and plan the annual sports award night



	Proposed Agenda

	1. Welcome
	

	2. Apologies
	5 minutes

	3. Confirmation of minutes of previous meeting (copy attached)
	5 minutes

	4. Business arising from minutes
	5 minutes

	5. Correspondence
	5 minutes

	6. Business arising from correspondence
	5 minutes

	7. Decision items:

i. Budget for annual sports award night

ii. Type of function

iii. Date and venue

iv. Collection and banking of money
	5 minutes

	8. Discussion items:

i. To invite partners or members only?

ii. Will food and alcohol be provided?
	5 minutes

	9. Other business
	5 minutes

	10. Closing of meeting
	5 minutes

	
Distribution:
Melissa Baker
Peter Holmes



Paul Baker
Cheryl  Smith



Sally Gardener
Willem Jones



Georgia Black
Rosie Aimes




The following table provides guidelines on how to effectively develop and write an Agenda (adapted from Cole, 2004 Supervision, pp. 129,139).

	Developing and writing an Agenda

· To develop the main part of an agenda, ask these three questions:

· What specific issues will be discussed?

· What result to we expect from the discussion?

· How much time will be devoted to the issue?

· Begin agenda items with verbs (discuss, arrange, plan, agree, explore, develop options, etc.)  This emphasises the intended outcome of each topic and helps to focus participants’ attention.

· Sequence it thoughtfully.

· Keep it short – don’t try to achieve too much in one meeting.

· Make sure it’s relevant to everyone – avoid topics best handled by individuals or subgroups.

· Specify start and finish times (and stick to them).




Compliance with legislation

You should ensure you are aware of and comply with any statutory or legislative requirements in relation to meetings in your organisation.  For example, company law requires that a set number of days’ notice be given to shareholders in the event of an Annual General Meeting.  

Policies and procedures, including document design and layout, must take into account issues arising from legislation such as Equal Employment Opportunity (EEO), Anti-discrimination, the Privacy Act and Occupational Health and Safety.  Some of the areas that may be affected are ensuring a safe environment, the use of non-discriminatory language and ensuring confidentiality.
You should also comply with environmental legislation.  This can be achieved by implementing and monitoring the recycling of paper and other consumables, minimising use of photocopiers and utilising recycled paper products wherever possible.

Organisational policies and procedures should also ensure compliance with Occupational Health & Safety Act requirements by all staff members.  This should be considered when organising items such as the meeting venue and  catering arrangements. 

The following website provides guidelines for meetings of Senior Officer Groups in the NSW public sector:

http://www.premiers.nsw.gov.au/our_library/business/PrinciplesSeniorOfficerGroups.pdf
An effective method of ensuring all requirements for a meeting are met is to prepare a checklist, including any special time or date deadlines if applicable.  In this way you are assured of not missing an essential item.

Meeting procedures

Meetings can be formal or informal, structured to meet the specific situation.  

Formal meetings 

These meetings are highly structured with established rules and regulations governing their procedures.  Such meetings are required where compliance with statutory and legislative requirements is the purpose of the meeting, eg Annual General Meeting of a public company; a public meeting to allow expressions of opinions on Council proposal to close streets to create a shopping mall.  The meeting will be conducted in accordance with the Standing Orders set out in Constitution of the organisation.  The record of the meeting in the form of Minutes needs to be written in a formal style using conventions, such as formal titles of attendees and the method of recording formal resolutions.

Formal meetings will have an executive composed of members who have specific duties related to preparations for the meeting and the meeting process itself.  These can include (but are not limited to) the Chairperson and Secretary (or Executive Officer).  Other executive members can be role-specific, such as Fundraising Co-ordinator or Membership Secretary.  The non-executive members of the meeting take on the role of participating in the discussion and other activities, and with the executive, have the aim of achieving the goals of the meeting.

Informal meetings

These meetings have a more laid-back approach with an aim to promote discussion and exchange of information.  They do not have the same level of accountability as formal meetings.  Such a meeting can be self-managed with no formal agenda or structure in place.  The record of the meeting may take the form of note-taking rather than formal minutes

They are often held to enable discussion, provide information and solve problems.  The informal nature allows free exchange of information and group interaction.  Care needs to be taken to ensure such meetings do not become disorganised.  The leader needs to maintain a focus and work towards a final consensus so that the meeting is not a waste of time and effort.

The following table outlines a suggested order that can be followed to ensure a productive informal meeting (Dwyer, 2005, p.275).

	Effective informal meetings

	1. Familiarisation
	Members familiarise themselves with the issue(s) to be discussed before the meeting.  This can be achieved by the convenor distributing information on the topic either days before the meeting or allowing reading time of the information before the meeting commences.

	2. Evaluation
	During the meeting members discuss the issues, examine courses of action and make judgements on effectiveness.

	3. Consensus
	Members persuade, conciliate and compromise and move towards a group decision.

	4. Action
	Members make a commitment and agree on action to be taken.

	5. Confirmation
	Convenor sends a memo to group members confirming decisions made and actions to be taken.


Semi-formal meetings

Often an organisation takes an approach that is somewhere between these two extremes, with standard meeting documentation in place but less formal in format than that used for formal meetings.  The record of the meeting may be minutes using either standard procedures or note-taking, but still following the structure of the agenda.

Chairing the meeting

Meetings should be conducted in accordance with the policies and procedures of the organisation under the guidance of a Chairperson.

Role of the Chairperson

The Chairperson is responsible for ensuring that all preparations are made prior to the meeting and that the meeting itself is conducted in an orderly and timely manner, in accordance with the rules and regulations set down by the organisation.  An effective chairperson will:

· Oversee the preparation of the Agenda

· Ensure that a quorum is present

· Open the meeting, including welcoming members and introducing guests

· State the objectives of the meeting and the order of items that will be followed

· Maintain focus during the meeting

· Ensure any decisions made are made known to all present

· Ensure time is allocated to ensure equal participation and representation

· Control the moving and seconding of all motions and amendments

· Delegate when necessary

· Summarise often and provide feedback

· Encourage participation by all members

· Detail and allocate responsibility for any action required as a result of decisions reached

· Ensure meeting is concluded and closed in a timely manner.

Meeting conventions

Formal meetings are conducted in accordance with the policies and procedures set down by the organisation.  These particular policies and procedures are known as Standing orders and they govern the method in which the business of meetings is conducted. 

Members are able to propose specific actions or ideas for consideration by the meeting.  A motion requests action on a specific proposal put forward to a meeting, usually presented in writing to the chair prior to the meeting so that it can be included in the agenda.  This document will then be given to the secretary during the course of the meeting for inclusion in the minutes of the meeting.

Before the meeting can discuss the proposal, it must be seconded by another member.  The chair will then ask the member moving the motion to outline the details, usually within a given timeframe, and will then call on any members opposing the motion to speak against it.  This then opens up discussion by all members present.  The chairperson does not take part in the debate (unless the chair is relinquished to another member during the discussion period) and should ensure there is equal balance between those for and those against the motion.

An amendment that aims to improve the original motion by altering the wording can be proposed by a member.  The chair will call for a seconder to this amendment, followed by discussion and voting.  If the amendment is accepted, the original motion is amended, then put to the vote.  Amendments cannot negate or change the intention of the original motion.  If members want to adopt this action, they must wait until the original motion has been discussed and voted on, and then propose a separate motion to the meeting.  The process will then repeat itself for this new proposal.  All motions should be recorded in the minutes of the meeting, regardless of whether they are successful 

At the completion of the general discussion on the motion, the chairperson will allow the mover a right of reply.  This will be the final discussion on the motion and is really a way for the mover to summarise the proposal.

Voting on a motion before a meeting usually results from a direction by the chairperson.  If members feel the discussion period is too lengthy, they can accelerate the process and request that the chairperson call the vote.  The voting process is usually a verbal process of members saying ‘aye’ (yes) or ‘nay’ (no), with the result judged by the volume of voices.  A show of hands may also be called for or, in some cases, a secret written ballot taken.  The motion is decided by a simple majority.  If the numbers are tied, the chairperson has a casting vote to break the deadlock.  This is the only time the chairperson will exercise a vote.

Once a motion put to a meeting is carried it becomes known as a resolution, indicating that relevant discussion has been resolved to the satisfaction of all members.

All meetings should have an agreed procedure and rules of conduct.  Formal meetings in particular need to follow these rules explicitly.  If any member feels there have been improper proceedings or incorrect interpretation of the rules, they should bring this to the attention of the chair by means of calling a point of order.  In such cases the chair should:

· acknowledge that members have the right to call a point of order

· invoke discussion or debate on its merits then rule on the point as correct or incorrect

· ask the meeting to vote their view on the dissenting member’s point of order (no seconder is needed)

· accept the vote and implement any action required by the decision.

The following table lists terminology associated with meetings (adapted from Dwyer, 2006, p.281).

	The terminology of meetings

	Term
	Meaning and purpose

	Agenda
	A list of the meeting’s business items, prepared by the secretary in consultation with the chairperson and distributed before the meeting.  It gives participants at the meeting a brief to prepare information, form opinions and consider courses of action.

	Amendment
	A proposal to alter a motion by altering the wording.  It must be debated and voted on before the original motion is dealt with in its altered format.

	Apologies
	Reported absentees from meeting, either notified prior to the meeting or from the floor

	Casting vote
	The vote of the chairperson used to break a tied vote.

	Constitution
	Contains the organisation’s name, aims and objectives, rules of administration, membership, office bearers and committee.

	General business
	Agenda item to cover business not itemised separately.

	Minutes
	Written record of what happened during the meeting, including those present, apologies, motions and amendments passed, decisions made, action decided on, people responsible for carrying out the actions, and any matters adjourned to a future meeting.

	Motion
	A proposal put forward by a member.  

	Notice
	A notice convening the meeting sent to members at a time specified by the organisation’s rules.  It can be combined with the proposed agenda.

	Point of order
	Member draws attention of chairperson to any improper proceeding or incorrect interpretation of the meeting’s rules of conduct.

	Quorum
	Minimum number needed to conduct the business of the meeting

	Resolution
	Motion put before meeting and carried

	Resolution
	Motion that has been discussed and voted on by the majority.

	Right of reply
	Final opportunity for mover of motion to put forward arguments for the motion under consideration.

	Second
	Member who gives official support to proposed motion.

	Standing orders
	Rules governing the way a meeting’s business must  be conducted.

	Vote
	At formal meetings members vote on issues by saying ‘aye’ or ‘nay’, by a show of hands, by a division or by a secret ballot.


Conducting the meeting

The chairperson is responsible for ensuring the objectives of the meeting are achieved in a timely manner.

Managing the meeting process

The chairperson needs to maintain control of the meeting by:

· Ensure adequate time is allocated for discussion of each agenda item

· Opening and closing the meeting on time

· Following meeting procedures to maintain control

· Ruling swiftly and fairly on all matters

· Maintaining focus for all discussions

· Dealing with potential conflict before it gets out of hand

· Remaining objective and impartial

· Handling difficult members appropriately

The task of the meeting is to achieve its objective, whether it be to solve a problem, reach a decision, or inform people about a new innovation.  This will not happen without effective communication and interaction, which is the process of the meeting.

Throughout the meeting the chairperson should encourage all members to speak and ensure that everyone has equal opportunity to be involved in discussion.  Once it is obvious that agreement has been reached, the matter should be summarised and the meeting moved on to the next item.  Dealing with difficult members such as talkers, interrupters or digressers should be done promptly and effectively to ensure time is not wasted.  The chairperson can achieve this by re-focussing discussion and drawing attention back to the agenda item being considered.  Members who continue to be a problem may need a quiet word from the chairperson prior to the next meeting, pointing out what is expected of members at a meeting.

The following list highlights some ways the leaders of meetings can help the meeting achieve its task (adapted from Cole, 2004, Supervision, p.141):

	Achieving the meeting’s task

· Make  sure the purpose and objectives of the meeting are clear

· Follow the agenda and keep discussion on track

· Help participants to build on each other’s experience and knowledge

· Help participants explore the issues fully before reaching a decision

· Summarise often

· Gather facts and opinions, ensuring that opinions are clearly labelled as opinions and not disguised as facts

· Record decisions, agreements and action points




Facilitating the meeting

The following list provides some suggestions on how the meeting leader can contribute to the satisfactory progress and completion of a meeting. (Cole, 2004.  Supervision, p.141):
	How to meet the process needs of your meeting

· Open the meeting by welcoming people and thanking them for attending.  Say a few words about what you hope the meeting will achieve.
· Create a climate that values everyone’s opinions, ideas and experience.
· Thank participants for their contributions.
· Lighten things up with a bit of humour.
· Unless it’s an information-giving meeting, guide the discussion; don’t dominate.
· See disagreements and differences of opinion as opportunities to explore ideas.
· Lighten things up with a little humour.
· Value and respect participants (even disruptive participants) as people.
· End the meeting by summarising what you have achieved and thank people for their contributions.



Recording the meeting

A written record should be kept of what happens during each meeting.  This can vary from simple notes to formal minutes that are signed and sealed by the executive officers.

Role of the Secretary

The Secretary fulfils an administrative role, before, during and after the meeting, and is responsible for all documentation relating to the meeting.  They take notes during the meeting and prepare the written record of the meeting in the form of minutes.  To ensure this record is accurate, the secretary needs to listen actively, make critical decisions about what to include, and write concisely in plain English.

As a guideline, the secretary should focus on three main types of information discussed at the meeting:

· Key points or issues:  a summary of the discussion

· Decisions made by the meeting

· Action items and who is responsible for them.

To ensure accuracy in the written record of the meeting, the minutes should be written up as soon as practicable after the meeting while memory is fresh and details can be accurately recalled.  Use short sentences and dot points to assist in the recording the main points of discussion.  If in doubt about some of the details, check with the member concerned to confirm the correct records.

An action sheet, such as the one following, can be prepared from the minutes to show who is responsible for any specific tasks decided upon at the meeting.  If this process is not used, the minutes should clearly indicate who is responsible for actioning items.

Meeting of XYZ Staff Social Club

held on Monday 24 July 2006 at 3.00 p.m.

ACTION SHEET

	Agenda item
	Action
	Person responsible
	Date for completion

	7a.  Budget for annual sports award night
	Investigate cost of canteen catering for awards night
	Events Officer
	22 August 2006

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	


Basically, the minutes should take the following general format:

Minutes of the Meeting of XYZ Staff Social Club

held on Monday 24 July 2006 at 3.00-4.00 p.m.

· Meeting open  (time)

· Members present  list names)

· Apologies  (list names)

· Minutes from previous meeting (can be taken ‘as read’ if already distributed, or can be read aloud)

· Matters arising from minutes  (follow-up on action list, discussion on any items from minutes)

· Correspondence  (all correspondence received/sent ‘tabled’ by secretary)

· Matters arising from correspondence  (discussion on any correspondence received/sent)

· Decision items  (those items requiring decisions in order of priority)

· Discussion items  (those items requiring discussion, in order of priority)

· General business  (all other matters)

· Date of next meeting

· Meeting closed  (time)
When the minutes are completed send a copy of the draft to the chairperson for approval if this is part of the organisation’s usual process.  Make any necessary amendments then circulate the final copy to all members who either attended or tendered an apology.  Attach a copy of the Action Sheet if relevant.  The minutes and action sheet will provide the basis of preparation for the next meeting.

Record keeping

The secretary is responsible for maintaining the following records for each meeting:

· Final version of the agenda

· All papers and notes relative to the meeting, including correspondence

· Minutes of meeting

· Action sheet

These documents may be kept in hard or electronic copy format.  In either case an index of items discussed will make it easier to locate notes or papers on particular issues from past meetings.  Confidentiality should be maintained at all times.

Conducting public meetings

Public meetings are called to allow input from the general public.  The procedure for calling public meetings will vary from one organisation to another.  It is essential that you consult the policies and procedures of your workplace, as well as any legislation that may affect the process, before organising and conducting any such meeting.
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