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Facilitating Productive Meetings 

II- YOl ARE GOING to be a meeting fa-
cilitator or cast someone else in that 

role, there are certain s teps you can 
follow to ensure a successful outcome. 

This m o n t h ' s Tra ining 101 covers 
the four stages of a problem-solv ing 
meeting, and the steps involved in fa-
cilitating it effectively and efficiently. 

H o w TO R U N A PROBLEM-
SOLVING MEETING 
B Y M A R K J . F R I E D M A N 

In the Wizard o/Oz, Dorothy always 
had the p o w e r to return h o m e just 

by clicking the heels of her ruby shoes 
together three times. 

Of course, she didn't know she had 
that power until the Wizard told her. 

In many organizat ions, teams and 
problem-solving groups also have the 
power to get the results they need. But 
talk to many that have used those fo-
rums, and you're likely to get a stream 
of invectives. To ensure excellent out-
comes, it would help if each team had 
a wizard, better known as a facilitator. 

Management usually invites a facili-
tator to help a team meet its objectives. 
Facilitators can be external consultants 
or internal staff members . They need 
not b e t e c h n i c a l e x p e r t s , b u t t h e y 
should be experts in g roup process— 
how a group conducts business—rath-
er than in the tasks or business at hand. 

For example , a team may meet to 
discuss strategic planning, which is a 
business issue. But group process exa-
mines bow the team addresses strategic 
p l a n n i n g : w h o c o m m u n i c a t e s wi th 
whom, h o w decisions are made, how 
responsibilities are assigned, w h o leads 
the group, and how the team uses its 
time. High-performance teams monitor 
both their results and process. That's 
the only way they can ensure they are 
doing the right things the right way. 

Typically, managers try to perform 
the roles of manager and facilitator—a 
difficult, if not impossible, task. Facili-
tators should not have an investment 
in any particular solution. Their neu-
trality o p e n s the d o o r for innovat ive 
strategies. 

Problem-solving meet ings are dif-
f e ren t f r o m r e g u l a r s taff m e e t i n g s . 

They usually involve a task fo rce or 
"tiger team"' composed of content ex-
perts from different areas of the orga-
nization. Typically, a problem-solving 
team will work until it finds a solution. 
It may meet several hours or several 
months , d e p e n d i n g on the p rob lem. 
O n c e they agree on a solution, team 
members assist the rest of the organi-
zation in implementing it. 

F.very m e e t i n g has t h r e e s t a g e s : 
prepar ing and planning, conduct ing, 
and evaluating. A facilitator must man-
age each stage effectively. 

Stage I . preparing and 
planning 
Preparat ion is critical to a successful 
meeting. Prior to the meeting, the fa-
cilitator should meet with the team's 
m a n a g e r to d i scuss wh ich top ics to 
cover and the expec ted outcomes . If 
necessary, the facilitator should help 
the manager clarify the meeting's ob-
jectives. For example, if the goal is to 
d o w n s i z e a w o r k unit, m a n a g e m e n t 
should be clear about wha t it wan t s 
the team to accomplish. Is it to deter-
m i n e the n u m b e r of p e o p l e to cut? 
The percentage of cuts? The organiza-
t ional s t r u c t u r e a f t e r the cuts? T h e 
peop le w h o will be affected? Or. all of 
the above? If management is unclear 
abou t des i red results, the c h a n c e of 
success is greatly reduced. 

During this s tage, it's essent ia l to 

consider team membership. Too often, 
the wrong people are invited to partic-
ipa te—such as w h e n team m e m b e r s 
are selected for political reasons rather 
than their exper t ise . Clearly, that 's a 
waste of t ime for the individuals and 
the team. In fact, it's likely to be a dis-
traction. Only people w h o can help a 
team accomplish its objectives should 
participate. 

It's also important to cons ider the 
number of team members . Teams are 
most effective w h e n the members can 
c o m m u n i c a t e w i t h e a c h o t h e r a n d 
when each has an opportunity for "air 
lime." Teams of six to 12 members are 
best; any larger, and it's difficult for 
everyone to contribute. 

Establishing an agenda is another 
critical planning activity. (See the sam-
ple agenda on page 12.) Distribute the 
agenda to all team m e m b e r s several 
days before the meeting, and ask for 
their input. That gives them a chance 
to contr ibute to the meet ing content, 
and helps them commit to the task. It 
also gives them time to prepare. 

From t h e faci l i ta tor ' s s t a n d p o i n t , 
preparation involves gathering the in-
f o r m a t i o n . mater ia l s , s u p p l i e s , and 
h a n d o u t s fo r a c c o m p l i s h i n g t e a m 
goals. As facilitator, will you need easel 
s tands , magic markers , tape , o r flip-
charts? Will handouts be used? Do you 
have enough copies? Will you use over-
heads, films, audiotapes, or videotapes? 
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SAMPLE M E E T I N G A G E N D A 

Step I : Introduction and vision statement 
A. General introduction and purpose of meeting 
B. Introduction of team members (name and position) 
C. Introduction of facilitator and description of facilitator's role 

I Establish an atmosphere of cooperation and accountability. 
I Assist team process. 

D. Agenda (presented by management) 
E. Vision and mission (presented by management) 

I Determine how success will look. 
I Identify goals. 
I Get target dates for completion. Can they change? 
I Discuss format and frequency of status reports to management. 
I Describe the kind of support the team can expect from management. 
I Identify possible barriers. 

F. Final questions to management 

Step 2: Meeting kickoff 
A. Set ground rules based on the vision and on expected, desired outcomes 
B. Identify key issues, concerns, and business opportunities. 

I Determine the critical issues. 
I Identify the concerns and barriers to overcome. 
I List issues in order of priority. 

C. Plan for solutions. 
I Determine roles: W h o does what? 
• Identify the required information and resources. 
I Establish a work plan with milestones and target dates. 

D. Plan how to present information to management. 
I Create an agenda for the presentation. (See step 2, B and C.) 

Step 3: Summary of accomplishments and presentation of findings and current 
status to management 

Step 4: Evaluation exercise and closing remarks 

Preparation also involves checking 
tha t all e q u i p m e n t is a v a i l a b l e a n d 
w o r k i n g be fo re the mee t ing and that 
t h e s e t - u p is a p p r o p r i a t e f o r t h e 
p l anned activities. And, finally, notify 
all par t ic ipants w h e r e and w h e n the 
meeting will take place. 

Stage 2: conducting 
As s h o w n in the box. meet ings have 
four major steps: introduction and vi-
sion statement, meet ing kickoff. sum-
mary of a c c o m p l i s h m e n t s a n d man-
agement presentation, and evaluation 
exercise and closing remarks. 
Step I : introduct ion and vision state-
ment. Start w i th g e n e r a l c o m m e n t s 
about the purpose of the meet ing and 
why the team members were selected. 
Nex t , ask p a r t i c i p a n t s to i n t r o d u c e 
t hemse lves a n d briefly expla in their 
job responsibilities and areas of exper-
tise. T h e n , h a v e t h e m a n a g e r intro-
d u c e the fac i l i ta tor a n d exp l a in the 
role he or she will play. The manager 

can also tell something about the facil-
itator's background. That gives the fa-
cilitator credibility and legitimizes his 
or her role—to help the team manage 
itself effectively and efficiently. 

Now. it's time to get d o w n to busi-
ness. The manager should discuss why 
the meet ing was called and which re-
sults are expected. 

The manager should have a vision 
of the ideal ou tcome and should con-
vey the vision to the team. Team mem-
bers should be free to p lan solutions. 
That builds their commitment to the im-
mediate task and later implementation. 

In explaining the vision, the manag-
er should discuss the business reasons 
that led to it, using facts and figures in 
suppor t . He or she should encourage 
team m e m b e r s to ask quest ions . The 
manager also should review his or her 
e x p e c t a t i o n s of the t e a m — s u c h as. 
h o w the t eam will report results and 
h o w of ten m a n a g e m e n t n e e d s to be 
updated. Managers should also discuss 

anticipated obstacles a n d the kind of 
support they will give the team. When 
the discussion is comple ted to every-
one ' s satisfaction, the manager leaves 
the meet ing. Step 1 can take an hour 
to 75 minutes. 
Step 2: meeting kickoff. N o w , t h e facil i 

t a tor t akes the f loor . T h e first t e am 
task is establishing the ground rules— 
the meet ing procedures on which all 
team members can agree. The ground 
rules quickly get the team working to-
gether and provide a common under-
s t a n d i n g a b o u t m e e t i n g e t i q u e t t e . 
Ground rules may address such areas 
as a t t e n d a n c e , par t ic ipa t ion , assign-
men t s . d e c i s i o n m a k i n g , f e e d b a c k , 
and team roles. Ask the team to dis-
cuss the g r o u n d rules and post t hem 
in a vis ible loca t ion . G r o u n d ru les , 
particularly those deal ing with at ten-
d a n c e i ssues ( such as the length of 
breaks) help team members stay com-
mi t t ed t o t h e m a i n task . T h e y a l s o 
help the facilitator and team members 
manage the g roup process effectively. 

T h e team is n o w ready to get o n 
wi th the task at h a n d . It will s p e n d 
most of its t ime e n g a g e d in problem 
solving. 

D u r i n g this s t ep , t e am m e m b e r s 
identify the critical issues causing con-
cerns and business opportunities. After 
ident i fy ing the issues, the team lists 
them by priority. To determine which 
issues are the most important, use the 
ABC approach: A is the most critical, B 
is important but not critical, and C is 
least critical. The team will want to ap-
ply its g rea tes t e f fo r t s to issues that 
have the biggest payoff. 

As the work progresses, list barriers 
and potential resolutions. Chart infor-
mation at the front of the room. T h e 
t e a m s h o u l d d i s cus s e a c h i tem a n d 
post specific action plans. Next, assign 
accountabil i t ies—who will b e respon-
s ib le fo r w h i c h a c t i o n s — a n d d e t e r -
mine the d u e dates. 
Step 3: summary accomplishments and 
m a n a g e m e n t p r e s e n t a t i o n . D u r i n g 

step 3. the team summarizes complet-
ed ac t i ons , f u t u r e p l ans , and i t ems 
n e e d i n g c lar i f ica t ion f r o m m a n a g e -
ment . The p u r p o s e is to share its ac-
compl i shmen t s and its progress with 
management . 

Save at least an hour to 90 minutes 
to plan a n d prepare the management 
p r e s e n t a t i o n . D u r i n g tha t l ime t h e 
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team should address these points: 
• what to discuss and why 
I team goals 
l wh ich p rob lem-so lv ing a p p r o a c h 
was taken and why 
I the key issues identified 
I the decisions, agreed-upon actions, 
ind iv idua l r e spons ib i l i t i e s , and the 
dates for completing the actions 
I the next steps. 

Team members should decide h o w 
to brief management . Will one person 
speak for the entire group, or will each 
team member speak? 

Last, the facilitator and team solicit 
m a n a g e m e n t ' s react ions and answer 
questions. 
Step 4: evaluation exercise and closing 

remarks. Before adjourning, the team 
may complete an optional exercise to 
evaluate the results or its process. O n e 
m e t h o d invo lves u s ing 3 - b y o - i n c h 
Post-it notes . Each team m e m b e r re-
ceives one Post-it. Ask team members 
to divide their Post-it notes in half and 
a n s w e r "'What w o r k e d well?" on the 
left side and "What could have g o n e 

better?" on the right side. 
Members can also make comments 

on their Post-its before turning them in 
a n o n y m o u s l y . M a n a g e r s a n d t e a m 
members may make closing remarks. 
Then, adjourn the meeting. 

Stage 3: evaluating 
At the meeting's conclusion, the man-
ager and facilitator can c o m p a r e the 
team's accompl i shments with the vi-
sion. A review of "did well." "do bet-
ter" feedback is useful. The compari-
son and review should provide clues 
for improving team operations. Carry 
over any objectives that haven't been 
accomplished to the next meeting. 

O f t e n t i m e s , a p r o b l e m c a n ' t b e 
solved in one meeting, even when the 
meet ing lasts all day. Some problems 
can take months and involve several 
meetings. In such cases, the facilitator 
and team should plan follow-ups, us-
ing f e e d b a c k f rom past mee t ing re-
v i e w s to i m p r o v e p r o c e d u r e s a n d 
p r o c e s s e s . A fo l low u p m e e t i n g is 
straightforward. 

I R e v i e w a c c o m p l i s h m e n t s ; ask 
where the team is now. 
» D e t e r m i n e w h a t r e m a i n s to b e 
done . Tor example , have new or dif-
ferent issues surfaced s ince the team 
began working together? Who should 
do the remaining work and when? 
» Review such reporting responsibili-
ties as in what form and how often the 
team should report to management . 
I Set the date for the next meeting. 

If it seems appropriate, you can dis-
c u s s p r o c e s s i s sues wi th t h e t eam. 
General ly, it's bet ter to raise such is-
sues at the stait of a meeting—prior to 
discussing tasks. You might review the 
events of the last meeting, share feed-
back, and solicit ideas for improve-
ment . The team should try to imple-
men t all ideas that s e e m w o r k a b l e . 
That will e n c o u r a g e o the r s to k e e p 
contributing new ideas. 

Mark J. Friedman is a principal oJ'MJF 
Associates. 12381 El/a Lee Lane. Suite 
201. Houston. TX 77077-59/4. Phone 
713/493-0641. 
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