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Introduction 

Have you ever convened a meeting that droned on and on? Did you 

feel it didn’t really accomplish anything? Or a meeting where there was 

conflict, people were entrenched on their own view of things, and you could 

not find consensus? Such meetings are a complete waste of everyone’s 

time. It leads to shut down. . . if not of your business, certainly of the subject 

at hand. Worse yet, since nothing was resolved you’ll have to have a follow 

up meeting. Argh! 

Business meetings are costly, yet necessary. It amazes me that most 

leaders do very little to improve them. What's the secret to productive and 

lively meetings? That’s the theme of this article. I’m sharing with you 7 tips 

for highly effective meetings. Follow this tips and I can guarantee you will 

not end up with a shut down! 

 

 

 

What have I gotten into? 

I’m sitting in a meeting at the  

request of an executive I’m working with  

individually. He wants me there because he  

is puzzled why, even though a meeting  

seems to go well, he can’t see any results  

afterward. I sit in a back corner of a  

beautiful and comfortable conference  

room, trying to be as unobtrusive as 

possible. This is what I observe: 
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 People who are obviously thinking about what to say next instead of 

listening 

 People eagerly seizing on someone else’s words purely as the 

excuse for talking 

 People talking a lot and saying little 

 People talking over each other 

 Bad decisions made because there was not enough room for 

offering and listening to different view points 

 No one is truly listening 

 People with open mouths and tightly shut minds 

 No clear path to action 

 A few are sleeping 

 Others look bored out of their minds and are playing on their 

electronic devices 

After an hour, my head is swimming, my eyes are unfocused, and I feel I 

want to run out of the room NOW! No wonder my client is frustrated! And 

it seems everybody else is too. Soon I hear him say: “Well, we don’t have 

more time today, but we obviously need to meet again soon to finish finding 

a way to solve these issues. I’ll send you an email with time and details for 

our next meeting.” 

I hear groans all around. People shuffle out of the room without making 

eye contact with anybody, and with a defeated body posture. I can’t see 

even one smile. 

I sit down with my client and have to agree with him that his meeting 

went nowhere, was boring, ineffective, and at times conflictive. He was 

eager to learn and started rapidly bombarding me with ideas on how to 

make his meetings “better.” Some of his ideas were: 

 Have a more engaging PowerPoint presentation 

 More colorful graphics 

 A professionally design report 

 A better crafted speech. . . 

I had to interrupt him. “Ron, I said, the main secret to better meetings is 

really simple. None of what you have mentioned will work unless you have 
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this one element. And with this simple element, thing will work.” He looked 

at me with a very puzzled expression. “What do you mean?” —he asked. 

“The secret is high interaction. Yes, that's it! Without interaction, no 

high tech gimmick or well crafted speech will enliven a meeting or lead up 

to a productive meeting that results in practical actionable steps.” 

I could see he was still not with me. So we continued to talk. The rest 

of this article contains the main points of our conversation. 

 

7 Tips for highly effective meetings 

There are many skills a leader can develop that will result in better 

meetings. Let’s focus on what I consider to be the seven most important 

ones. 

 

1. Design the whole meeting around interaction. 

There are many ways to invite interaction. But one of them is NOT 

to ask: "Do you have any questions or comments?" That question is 

generally met with an uncomfortable silence. To have real interaction the 

whole meeting needs to be crafted as a conversation. 

A conversation is not a presentation. Nor is it a speech. If you are 

designing a conversation, you need to avoid the temptation to kick off the 

meeting with a long speech. Many leaders mistakenly assume that they 

need to provide an expert monologue to confirm the meeting’s importance 

and their expertise. Instead, start with a highly interactive welcome 

exercise to set the tone. Then follow up with drawing the agenda for the 

meeting together, with participation from all. 

Combine big group interaction with small group interaction or 

interaction in pairs. Keep this rule of thumb handy: Within the allotted 

timeframe, dedicate 5 percent of the time to present your ideas about the 

meeting, 60 percent of the time to conversation and 15 percent to 

reflection. That leaves you 20 percent, for harvesting results, designing an 

action plan, and distributing responsibilities. 
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2. Become an expert facilitator or hire one. 

Facilitation involves understanding group dynamics; being able to 

build a safe container where people feel their voices can be heard and not 

fear “punishment;” knowing how to use a variety of tools that encourage 

collaboration; and many others. You will first 

need to take the time to understand and grow yourself, so you can 

be better able to understand others. You can then have more positive 

influence and hold excellent meetings. 

Why do you need good meeting facilitation? Good meeting 

facilitation can significantly reduce the time investment needed to move 

forward. It will also ensure more collaboration and buy in. Few know how to 

facilitate a process that is dynamic, engaging, and innovative. 

You need to be able to spend less time in meetings, and more time 

taking action on good and solid decisions made. Good meetings don't just 

"happen." You need the understanding, training, and practice of how to 

facilitate them. 

An easier and faster solution would be to engage a meeting 

facilitator. Although I often train leaders like Paul to develop the skills 

needed for better facilitation, most leaders feel they don’t have the time to 

learn better facilitation skills. Facilitators invest years on honing their skills. 

We are experts at face to face dialogue and collaboration. We use all of our 

professional training and years of experience to manage the process of 

making meetings accomplish the best results. We also love what we do and 

understand the complex system dynamics that can help or hinder good 

results. 

3. Plan your time wisely. 

Meetings tend to drag for as long as you let them. It’s not a good 

idea to have an open-ended time. Be specific about how long will the 

meeting take. It’s better to have a shorter meeting with a clear plan than a 

longer one in which “anything goes.” Then, stick to your plan while allowing 

time for dialogue. One of the reasons people shy away from dialogue is 

because they think it takes too long. When you facilitate a meeting you 
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need to manage the process in a way that there is time for interaction, but 

also time for harvesting the ideas and making an action plan. 

It’s best if you plan the agenda for the meeting together, at the 

beginning of the meeting. That way, everybody participates in the process 

and people are more willing to interact than if you force an agenda on 

everybody. Then, follow the agenda! 

Make sure you don’t spend precious time in reports and information 

that everybody can and should have BEFORE the meeting. Provide the 

documents needed for everybody to come to the meeting already informed. 

For example, instead of using 30 minutes for boring reports on how a 

project is going, send the main points of the report ahead of time and ask 

people to come prepared to ask questions and make suggestions. That way, 

you can use the time for interaction that will take the project to the next 

level. 

 

4. Use a soft startup. 

I was coaching a VP of a corporation. We were talking about a very 

talented and knowledgeable manager of a division. According to him, the 

guy was brilliant but very “headstrong.” He tended to make meetings 

difficult to handle. He confided: “I’m afraid I will either blow up because his 

behavior makes me so angry, or don’t say anything because I don’t want to 

loose his cooperation.” 

I’m sure many of you have experienced similar situations in 

meetings. Yet, it is possible to address a difficult issue and end up enjoying 

cooperation and understanding, instead of hostility and break up. The 

magic is in a soft startup. 

Dr. John Gottman, who is the nation's most respected relationships 

researcher, says it is all in how you start the conversation. By observing a 

pair in conversation he can predict in the first three minutes, with 95% 

accuracy, how the conversation (and the relationships) will end. His secret 

is this: If the conversation started with a blast of hostility, criticism or anger, 

it ended badly. If the conversation started softly, it ended well. His research 

has found that, "discussions invariably end on the same note they begin.” 
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How does a soft startup looks like? 

A soft startup begins without any form of contempt, criticism, 

defensiveness or stonewalling. A harsh start-up, on the other hand leads to 

emotional reactivity, emotional flooding and only creates distance between 

those involved. A soft startup is not about being “diplomatic,” “beating 

around the bush,” or presenting your position weakly. 

 

Soft startups are all about four things: 

a. Good timing. Make sure to ask around what is a good time for the 

meeting and try to find a time that suits the majority. Make sure all 

involved can take the time without feeling the need to rush. 

b. Affirmation. Affirm the value of each person, their relationship with 

you, or their work. Identify what you can truly and genuine 

appreciate about each person and express it. 

c. Expression. State the purpose of the conversation and what you 

need and want in a way that is non-judgmental. Talk in a way that 

doesn’t cause the others to get defensive. Don’t attack. You can talk 

about what you don’t like or want, but don’t criticize. Don’t try to 

talk while angry. It would only muddy the waters. Remember, the 

problem is the behavior, the situation, or the observation. Don’t 

make the people the problem. Describe what you see is happening, 

without evaluating or judging. 

d. Expectations. Spell out exactly what it is that you want or need 

from the meeting as politely and kindly as you can. Be clear and 

concise. Tell the others the potential impact the meeting will have, 

and do it from a positive perspective. Be certain they understand 

and commit to change. Expect cooperation, do all you can to 

facilitate it, and you will most likely get it. 
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Examples 

An example of a harsh startup could be: 

"I can't believe you are doing it again!" 

“Do you really think you can keep making everyone feel stupid?” 

“The trouble with you is ______________”  

Obviously, any of these approaches will only lead to emotional 

reactivity, defensiveness, and bad feelings. 

On the other hand, a soft startup might be: 

"I have a concern about the way things are going right now …" This 

startup is respectful. 

In the case of the VP I was coaching, the startup he decided to use 

was: “I appreciate all the knowledge and experience you bring to our 

organization. But I don’t appreciate what is happening right now. I feel very 

angry because the meeting has become very conflictive and we are going 

nowhere. I will feel much better if we found a more positive and respectful 

way to deal with the challenges your unit is facing.” This startup affirms the 

value of the person, while expressing feelings, situation, and needs clearly. 

For a group meeting where you need to face and resolve a problem 

together, a soft start may be:” Could it be … that this is the main problem?" 

This is a conversation starter, rather than an assertion. It is the way you put 

it out there without attacking or having to defend it. "Could it be" allows 

the issue to be a question for everyone. "Could it be” calls for a dialogue 

rather than a yes/no argument. 

  If you use the magic of a soft startup, you can become effective at 

holding difficult conversations. 

 

5. Encourage open dialogue. 

  There are many kinds of conversations: light, heavy, serious, 

humorous, conflictive, superfluous, gossipy . . . you name it! As a leader you 

need to be able to understand more and utilize the power of dialogue. 
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Meetings are much more effective when you can have a meaningful 

dialogue that opens a powerful collaboration.   

 

  When you learn to understand and utilize the power of dialogue in 

your meetings, you will have a totally different picture. In a conversational 

circle there is face-to-face interaction. It’s the meeting of minds in a mutual 

search for what life and work are about and how we should deal with both. 

It’s approaching others with an open mind and ready sympathy for their 

concerns, not just your own. 

 

  When you engage in Dialogue you let meaning rise from the group. 

You can learn to reflect and talk together, even in the heat of challenging 

moments. You look for and bring to light the hidden meanings, assumptions, 

values, traps, voices, and forces of the interactions. 

 

  When people converse, a change of opinion is always possible. In 

meetings where there is dialogue, people make meaning together and wise 

decisions are made, because there is room for diversity of opinions. The end 

result is much better because what emerges is powerful and everybody is 

proud of what they created together. 

 

  Dialogue requires a commitment to speak and listen more 

deliberately. This allows for deeper understanding to emerge and 

encourages a sense of shared meaning. How can this happen? 

 

  You can create and experience the magic of dialogue when a group 

wanders into territory that can only be discovered by the entire group. This 

is meaning that no individual formed alone — rather it flows from the group 

as a whole. For the group, this can be a powerful experience because it is 

the creation of shared meaning. Creating shared meaning is a step toward 

creating community, working collaboratively, and sparking innovation. 
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  Paula Hansen, one of my favorite visual recorders, developed this 

visual as we were working with a group of executives. We were talking 

about guidelines for our dialogue, for what we wanted to happen in the 

meeting. It provides an easy way to remember how to have a powerful 

conversation. 

  Lets examine some of those guidelines, but remember that when 

your group is having a dialogue, the best way to encourage openness is by 

deciding together which guidelines you are going to use in the meeting, not 

by imposing your own guidelines. 
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A. Create a safe space, with kindness and respect. 

  We can’t change human behavior by command, resolve, or even 

good intentions. But we can create a safe, holding environment for a group 

of people. When feeling safe, people are more aware of their thinking, their 

conversations, their interrelationships, and their potential for better action. 

 

How to create safe spaces for dialogue 

  It is not enough to communicate effectively. Dialogue requires a 

strong, safe space where people feel free to share. A space where there is 

mutual trust and respect. What does a safe place for communication feels 

like? Some of the characteristics of a safe space is a place where: 

 People can be vulnerable. You can allow yourself to become 

vulnerable knowing that others will not exploit this vulnerability, 

but embrace it. People will help one another to overcome their 

weaknesses. 

 People can talk without being interrupted. You know others will 

not rudely interrupt, but let you finish your thoughts. 

 People listen with kindness. Even if you make mistakes while 

talking, people will be kind and find ways to help you clarify your 

message. 

 People show respect. They can disagree with your message without 

attacking you as a person. There is no name calling, screaming, of 

cursing. Strong emotions can be kept in check. 

 People don’t need to fear. If people are worrying about job 

security, loss of money, confidentiality, or future consequences, it 

will be difficult for them to be open. They need to be especially 

reassured about the conversation staying in their small group. 

 People know what the dialogue is about. In the case of Ron, after I 

asked enough questions he was able to clarify what was the main 

need for his meeting. He said the nonnegotiable issue was the need 

for reorganization of jobs and functions in order to meet increased 

demands in production. That is the challenge they were facing. That 

is what the dialogue needed to be about. The dialogue was about 
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efficiency and costumer care. The HOW to get there is what they 

need to figure out later. 

 People can ask open questions that can encourage creativity and 

generate energy. Questions lie: Given our present challenges, how 

can we restructure our side of the organization in the best way to 

optimize resources, utilize talents, and facilitate efficiency and 

quality? Questions like this one will open the space for creative 

thinking and meaning making. 

 

B. Bring an open mind. 

  Stay curious, in learning mode, asking questions. If you are flexible 

and humble you will keep an open mind, remembering that you are not 

ALWAYS right! When you are unclear about what someone means, ask a 

question. Questions should never belittle or criticize. Questions allow you 

to dig deeply into ideas and perspectives that may be novel to you. 

Questions can give room for reflection and develop the understanding of 

the entire group. 

 

C. Speak with clear intention. 

  Sharing your voice, being vulnerable enough to say what you really 

mean, want, and need, is also important. Honesty and authenticity should 

be present in dialogue. In the interplay of listening and speaking to search 

for understanding is how mutuality is established. Each regards the other as 

a partner in a shared inquiry, someone whose point of view is valued, 

someone with whom to explore the familiar and develop the new. 

 

D. Be in the here and now and keep to the point. 

  It is easier to sustain an open conversation if you focus on the 

present and don’t bring in perpetual issues from the past. Also, keep clarity. 

Focusing on one issue at a time makes a difficult conversation more 

manageable. Especially if what you are talking about is potentially 

controversial. 
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E. Share your thoughts feelings and dreams. 

  In dialogue we are constantly participating by sharing our feelings, 

talking, presenting our thoughts, telling our dreams for the future. Dialogue 

is experiential and revealing. An exploration into new points of view, new 

ways of looking at concepts and ideas. It’s a revelation. An unveiling of the 

truth within us. That’s why it’s important to speak with your own voice. 

  Speaking with your own voice requires you to distinguish between 

the “should’s” and “ought’s” that tend to bombard our minds.It requires 

courage and determination because it’s bringing your deepest thoughts 

from your core to the forefront. You must believe your feelings are valid. 

You must assume responsibility for speaking your beliefs and values 

regardless of the risks. 

 

F. Be Honest. 

  Honesty has to do not only with what you say, but with your 

authenticity and integrity. It first requires honesty with yourself. To have 

honest conversations, you need to take off your masks and present your 

authentic self. Then, share with integrity your thoughts and feelings. 

 

G. Use tact. Don’t accuse or attack. 

  Honesty and tact need to go hand in hand. Honesty without tact can 

become cruelty. Tact without honesty leads to shallow, devious, 

hypocritical interactions. When honesty and tact go together, it’s a winning 

combination. Having tact is to use the appropriate words, at the 

appropriate moment, in an appropriate way. It requires the patience and 

discipline to think before talking. It requires choosing the right time to open 

the conversation. It demands kindness and sensibility to the feelings of the 

others. 

  People become defensive if they feel others are attacking them. You 

can be honest about feelings, perceptions, situations, and behaviors, 

without resorting to cutting remarks about the person. Using “I” statements 

instead of “you” statements also helps here. 
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H. Don’t assume. 

  Do not react based on assumptions without checking them first. 

You might think you know what the other means, but at least 50% of the 

time you will be wrong. Learn to identify your assumptions and to verify if 

the other agrees with the meaning you have ascribed to their words. 

 

  It is better to bring assumptions into the open to be examined and 

discussed. Ask more questions. Share your assumptions behind your 

conclusions. Check them out to make sure everybody is really agreeing or 

disagreeing to the same thing. 

 

I. Listen to understand, with respect. 

  People will not dare to express their honest opinions unless they 

know you will listen with respect, even if you do not agree with them. Make 

sure you don’t interrupt, answering before the speaker has finished. 

Listening with respect is much more than “active listening.” It signals that 

you value people and their ideas. 

  The Chinese character for “to listen” contains the sub characters 

one heart, eye and ear all of which we must use to truly listen. Listening is 

the first step for making dialogue effective. You need to listen for common 

ideas and for the voices that question those ideas. Let meaning unfold in the 

conversation as a whole. Try to hear the shared meaning that can evolve 

only if many individual meanings are heard, appreciated, and understood. 

 

J. Make meaning together. 

  By being open to the possibility that the meanings of one person 

may cause those of others to be revised and/or changed, you start making 

meaning together. The conversation develops together, even though 

everyone is responsible individually for whatever they feel is needed and 

relevant. 
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K. Embrace mutuality and joy. 

  You are interdependent. Realize that everybody’s ideas are 

important. Humor and laughter, when not used against others, helps 

collaboration and learning. When people can enjoy their interaction, they 

will be more willing to be open and to give others the benefit of the doubt. 

 

L. Let the conversation evolve. 

  Encouraging the open flow of information and opinions. The flow of 

accurate information creates trust. Providing forums for the exchange of 

opinions and for honest feedback creates a culture of openness. You can’t 

force an open conversation, you can only provide the best environment and 

a safe space for it to happen. 

 

6. Take Action. 

  Many leaders keep their foot on the gas. They go full throttle and 

live in a world of nonstop action. There’s no time to slow down. Too many 

tight deadlines to meet. Dialogue? There’s no time for such fluff! The 

problem is that their fast-paced tendencies create unnecessary stress and 

conflict. 

  For effective action to happen, start slowly, even when it seems 

counterintuitive. Create valuable opportunities for reflection, awareness, 

and learning. When you welcome dialogue, action will be informed by the 

sharing of multiple viewpoints, by critical evaluation, and by creative 

discussion of options. 

  But then your dialogue needs to take you into action. An action plan 

is what turns dreams and ideas into reality. A good action plan should 

follow the three C’s: 

 Complete. It needs to list all the action steps or changes needed. 
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 Clear. Follow the what, who, when, and what. What needs to 

happen — which needs to include what resources (i.e., money, staff) 

are needed, who will do what, and by when. 

 Current. It should reflect the current state and reality of the work, 

while anticipating new emerging opportunities and barriers. 

 

  The last part of taking action has to do with following through. 

Before finishing a meeting, you need to make sure you have figured out 

what to do. But then, everybody needs to take the plan and run with it! 

Remember the 20-80 rule: successful efforts are 20% planning for success 

and 80% following through on planned actions. 

 

7. Let go of your ego. 

  Many leaders let their ego get in the way. Conflict many times 

results because everybody’s ego plays up and nobody is really listening to 

anybody else. When this happens, the meeting is a nightmare and nothing is 

accomplished except bad feelings. A good facilitator doesn’t let things 

escalate out of control. Difference of opinions and a certain amount of 

controversy are not bad. Yet, if egos get into a free for all, nobody can 

reason anymore. At that point, it would be better to take a break and let 

emotions calm down before going back to the dialogue. 

 

  After the break, a gentle reminder that you are all on the same 

team, there are no enemies, sometimes can help settle the group back into 

problem solving or creativity to get the task at hand accomplished. 

 

  When organizations engage in transformative conversations, there 

are many practical discoveries that can have a positive impact on the 

bottom line. When leaders take the time to talk, it is easier to find ways to 

collaborate and help each other fulfill time lines. 
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Dialogue leads you and others to 

 evolve. If you are not evolving, 

 you and your organization are  

in decline. Effective  

communication will transform 

 the way you interact with others 

 and take you to amazing  

success. Then your meetings  

will no longer be boring,  

conflictive, or unproductive but 

will be full of energy, creativity,  

liberation and exhilaration that  

positive transformation brings. 

 

 

 

 

 
Say goodbye to unproductive meetings and embrace 

interaction and dialogue! 
 
 

Let's Talk 

 

If you are a leader and you want to get more out of your team and have 

more effective meetings, let's schedule a free one-on-one Strategic Session. 

During this session we will… 
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=> Create a crystal clear vision for the results that you want your team to 

produce, for the way that you’d like your team to interact with each other 

and for the kind of people you would like to have on your team. 

=> Uncover hidden challenges that may be sabotaging your success with 

leadership and team building. 

 

=> Leave the session energized and ready for more success. 

 

To claim this special strategic session simply  

email me: ada@adagonzalez.com Be sure to also include your name, phone 

number and email address so that someone from our office can get back to 

you and schedule your session with me within the next 24 to 48 hours. The 

sooner you contact me, the more likely you are to get a session in the near 

future. Send an email now! 
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