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Never lead a bad 
meeting again

BY JEFF SAARI / PHOTOGRAPHY BY BILL GNADE

Meetings, meetings and more meetings. 
Bad meetings. Badly run meetings. 

You know what I am talking about. 
In the many workshops I have done on the 

topic of meeting facilitation nobody has ever 
told me that they haven’t been part of a bad 
meeting. Why is this so? And what can we do 
about it? 

It is unfortunate that bad meetings exist, 
but they are also an opportunity, a silver lining 
in the storm cloud and, unless you work alone 
or only with machines, meetings are not going 
away anytime soon. 

In this article I am going to give you a 
roadmap for an effective and excellent meet-
ing. But a quick side note first: If you are not 
leading the meeting but it is being run inef-
fectively, speak up. It can be a challenge and 
produce fear if the boss is leading the meeting, 
but as a participant there is a responsibility to 
speak up for the sake of the whole – or suffer 
through more bad meetings.

I liken meeting facilitation to learning to 
ride a bike. At one point in our lives, a caregiver 
gave us the instruction and patience it took to 
learn to ride: pedal motion, steering, balance 
and braking. Unfortunately, this is not so with 
meeting facilitation skills, although it would 
have been great if we learned this art early on, it 
would have saved us a lot of wasted time. 
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Some people do have a knack for people 
and group process, while others actually did 
learn this art early on, but for all the rest to 
whom meeting facilitation does not come 
naturally, there is hope, even a promise, that 
good meeting facilitation skills are learnable. 

But first, back to bad meetings. How you 
and I would define a bad meeting is probably 
similar: lack of interest, wasted time, boring, 
off-topic, negative behaviors (such as an over-
talker or the side-converser), no clear purpose 
– and the list goes on.

Conversely, a good meeting has a clear pur-
pose and design, engenders appreciation and 
safety, has good ground rules and the right 
people involved, has an agenda and effective 
process, elicits equal participation, deals effec-
tively with challenging behaviors and gets at 
desired outcomes. 

The costs of bad meetings to an organiza-
tion are legion. Therefore it cannot be over-
stated that it behooves us to hold a rigor for 
creating high functioning meetings that get 
the most bang for the buck.

Now let’s delve into the skills needed to 

run an effective meeting. Most essential is at-
titude; attitude is everything. 

In my facilitation work I show up to a 
meeting with openness, gratitude and passion. 
I am excited about meetings. I love meetings 
because of the power they have to unleash the 
collective wisdom of the group and solve real 
organizational problems, as well as create high 
visions. 

I am relaxed and appreciative of the honor 
of being in the lead. 

So, first and foremost is the internal stance 
of the facilitator. If you are stressed, upset or 
overwhelmed, seek to center and calm your-
self before the meeting begins.

Next, consider the purpose of the meeting. 
Meetings that have a clear purpose and agen-
da can help us get at our desired outcomes. 
Designing meetings well takes a little time 
but is worth it.

Make sure the relevant people who need to 
give input in the design are present in person 
or virtually. The purpose could be a one-liner, 
such as: “The purpose of our meeting Monday 

is to troubleshoot any problems with produc-
tion this week.” From there you can create an 
agenda with relevant items related to the pro-
duction. 

Timing is imperative. Make sure there is 
a clear time limit for the whole meeting, as 
well as for each agenda item. Nobody likes a 
meeting that drags on endlessly with no end 
in sight. 

When I lead meetings I make sure to me-
thodically check the time to make sure I am 
on par with the agenda. If I am off agenda I 
ask the group what they want to do and get 
agreement. Someone may want to keep going 
on a topic, but make sure to acknowledge the 
breech of time and that you will either have 
to have the meeting go longer, strike some-
thing off the list of the agenda or curtail other 
item(s).

Another factor is safety. People for the 
most part need to feel safe so that they can 
take risks and share what is authentically on 
their minds and hearts. The facilitator can cre-
ate that safety by using working agreements 
or ground rules. These are norms of behaviors 
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that participants can agree on up front 
so that everyone is consciously on the 
same page. 

Some examples of agreements are: 
cell phones on vibrate, no phone use 
during meetings, keep side conversa-
tions at a minimum, let quieter people 
have space to share, etc. Ground rules 
help the facilitator keep the group on 
track with effective behaviors that will 
serve the group’s highest potential and 
keep unwanted behaviors at bay. 

If, for instance, a side conversation 
between two people emerges, you as the 
facilitator can say something like: “I am 
completely interested in what you two 
are talking about, but it is hard for me 
to track Jen’s contributions at the same 
time as yours. Let’s have Jen finish up 
and then we can get to your thoughts.”

Another way to create safety is to 
have a space for appreciations. One of 
the biggest challenges people face in an 
organization is not feeling appreciated. 

Appreciation is the engine of motiva-
tion so use it liberally.

When you build an “appreciations 
section” into the agenda, you can grease 
the wheels of positive feelings of partici-
pants for each other or the organization 
and foster positive relationships. 

You can ask something like: “What 
is one thing that you are appreciating 
about your co-workers?” Or, “What is 
one thing you are feeling grateful for 
about your work?” 

Lastly, we want to end the meeting 
well. Instead of just disbanding, throw 
in 30 seconds of appreciation for the 
group’s process and participation. Take 
it a step further and elicit feedback 
about the meeting to make it better for 
next time. Recap people’s next steps or 
ask: “What are a couple of things you 
are taking away from this meeting?” 

Ending meetings well is an important 
step that most people miss. ■




