ABC's of (Virtual) Meetings That Rock
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Remember in-person meetings? When we would be in the same physical room with in-the-flesh people? If
we’re fortunate, we had meetings where people established trust and rapport, respected and were curious
about each other’s ideas, and thought creatively together. Or maybe meetings were occasionally like that,
or we hoped they would be.

Now with so many virtual meetings, how do we keep some of the spirit and function of those effective
meetings? And even improve them from there? Here are some ideas to do just that. Most will apply to both
virtual and in-person meetings.

The ideas are in three categories: (A) during a meeting, (B) in advance of a meeting, and (C) deepening
connections in a meeting. Of course all the ideas benefit from planning them in advance.

A. During a Meeting

1. Have a designated facilitator

The facilitator ensures that the group follows meeting processes to which they have agreed, and where
everyone hears each other’s voices. Vagueness about who facilitates a meeting can lead to messy results.
Sometimes in the name of equality groups avoid designating who is leading the meeting, and hope for the
best, and occasionally that can work. But if there are topics to discuss that are emotional for participants,
that strategy can come crashing down around their ears. You may have been in a meeting where the
group was discussing a controversial issue. Perhaps it was hard for people to respectfully take turns and
listen to each other. Or the process fell apart because people focused on the issue and few paid attention
to the process. When one person has the job to guide the meeting processes, there is more likely to be
structure and safety for everyone to take part.
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All that is true for both in-person meetings and virtual meetings. In a virtual meeting, where we can see
fewer nonverbal signals, clear direction is even more important.

2. Ask people to turn their cameras on

In a virtual meeting, the group is missing many of the nonverbal signals on which most of us rely to
communicate. When we can see everyone on the screen, some of those nonverbal signals become
accessible (David Goad, see references). This is important for the facilitator and for all the participants in
the meeting. Of course, this requires that people turn on their video cameras. An explicit request from the
facilitator may be helpful here. So can an agreement about this among all the members of the group. An
exception is if you move from one room to another and carry your device with you. In that case it is
courteous to turn off your camera temporarily for the benefit of participants who may get motion sickness
from the movement!

It's best to request in advance for people to have their cameras on. That way they can make sure that they
and their surroundings are presentable.

3. Use around

Do some people talk a lot and others very little or are even completely silent?

Use a round. Everyone has a chance to speak in turn, without group dialogue. A

round is useful for a variety of agenda items. Do it to generate ideas about a O O
sticky issue. Or to ask clarifying questions about a presentation or proposal. Or O
to give quick reactions to a proposal. From one round to another, vary who 0

starts and/or speaking order. Be sure to include yourself as facilitator, either o
first, last, or in the middle of a round. o o

If you are new to using rounds, you may think, “How could we make time for

that?” The paradox is that rounds save time. Creative ideas surface sooner. People listen more generously
since they know they will also have a turn. Quiet people can hold as much sway in the meeting as the
vocal ones. Everyone relaxes as they get more experience with the process and grow to trust it. New
ideas, productivity, and connections energize the participants — even in a virtual meeting.

To make sure everyone has a chance to speak, an alternative is a guideline that says everyone can speak
once before anyone else speaks twice, and everyone can speak twice before anyone else speaks four
times. This is better than some people never having a chance to speak at all, but to me doing a round is
even better. Something in me relaxes when | know everyone will get a turn to speak. Otherwise | need to
get the attention of the facilitator to get my turn. And the facilitator has to determine who has had more or
less time to talk — a process that can be affected by their own unaware biases.

| can sit back and really listen when others are speaking, rather than wonder when to request a turn for
myself or plan what | will say next. All this means we can listen to understand new ideas, rather than listen
to figure out how to prove someone else wrong.

Rounds provide an environment that helps people think (Kline, 1999). They can make a group smarter.
Groups of people have a “collective intelligence,” a so-called “c-factor,” analogous to “general intelligence”
for individuals. The more equality there is in distribution of conversational turn-taking, the higher a group’s
collective intelligence (Woolley et al., 2010). Rounds increase that equality (Mierson and Schinnerer,
2020).
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4. Call on people

As a facilitator, call on people in a round. When doing a round in an in-person meeting, you can say who
speaks first and then go around the circle or the table and it's clear whose turn is next. That’s less clear for
an online meeting. It's easy for two people in an online meeting to start talking at once or to have a long
pause until someone starts. The facilitator directing the show avoids either of those. If your meeting is in
Zoom, everyone sees the faces in a different order on the screen; it's good to cue people so the order is
clear.

Even better, in a virtual meeting call on people two in advance. Say, “Let’s hear from Jerome next, and
then Francesca.” That gives Francesca time to anticipate turning her microphone on if it muted.

5. Pass if your ideas have been said

If it is your turn to speak in a round and your ideas have been said, you can say “Pass,” or “My ideas have
been said,” or “Nothing to add.” You will be doing the whole group a favor. In the absence of rounds, some
people — myself included on occasion — talk more than necessary when they can. | have noticed that using
rounds seems to make it easier for people to speak more briefly or even to pass. They know that they will
have plenty of opportunities to speak and to be heard.

6. Check in and check out

Start the meeting with a check-in in your opening round. Each

person in turn says how they are doing. This gets people
. connected and present and generates energy, leading to a
4 L n more productive meeting. A check-in is valuable in person,
can be even more so in a virtual meeting, and more so yet in
the midst of a pandemic. It can help make mutual

e =
understanding more likely during the meeting. Suppose
someone is in a bad mood because a family member is in the
. i hospital or a child was up all night or they just narrowly
P i
i

missed being in a car accident. They can say so. If they are

then short with others during the meeting, we may be less

likely to take it personally because we have information about
that person. And sometimes being able to say what's going on helps the person be present. As facilitator,
vary the wording of the opening question from one meeting to another — it's fine to be creative with this.
The result is that we increase the likelihood that participants in a meeting can show up with their whole
selves. The more they show up that way, the more connected, rich, and satisfying a meeting is likely to be.

End the meeting with a check-out in the closing round. Each person in turn says (a) what went well in the
meeting and (b) offers suggestions for improvement. Both can be about the meeting as a whole, and/or
about the facilitation. This check-out keeps people connected at the end and provides feedback on the
meeting so that the group can keep improving. If as a facilitator you tried something new and you want
feedback on that specifically, ask for it in the closing round questions. If you know at the beginning of the
meeting that you will be trying something new, you can even tell people then that you will ask for feedback
at the end. A closing round helps the whole group take responsibility for meetings going well, rather than
solely the facilitator.
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7. Take minutes right in the agenda

In many policy meetings, someone takes minutes, types them up later, and sends them out as an email
attachment. Other meeting participants read the minutes and send in corrections. The secretary (or
whoever is doing it) sends out a new version of the minutes. Everyone needs to re-read the minutes to see
if the secretary adopted their changes, and if they have any changes for the latest version. There may be
multiple versions floating around, and everyone needs to be sure they are looking at the same version.
Someone needs to store the corrected version in a place where people can find it. And only the final
version is the one you want for future reference.

There is an easier way. Put the agenda in a place where everyone can see it during an online policy
meeting. That could be in a Google Doc, or the company’s intranet, or whatever common platform you use
for your documents. The secretary writes minutes in that document, and inserts the minutes for an
individual agenda item right under that item. Other attendees can watch the person typing in real time if
they wish. After the meeting, others can make suggestions or comments in the document, for the secretary
to accept or reject. There is nothing to send out, and everyone is looking at the same document.

Itis common to have a separate document for each policy meeting. Better, put all the agendas and
minutes for a calendar year in one document. It is then much easier to find a discussion of any particular
topic; merely do a keyword search in that year's document. Start a new document for the next year.

B. In Advance of a Meeting

Numbers 8 and 9 are part of preparation for any policy meeting. Numbers 10 and 11 require meetings
themselves to make group agreements.

8. Separate policy and operational meetings

Here is something you can do that is simple and yet most groups neglect it. Separate policy meetings and
operational meetings. Policy decisions are agreements about how the group will do their work, including
how they work together. Individuals or teams make operational decisions within the guidelines set by those
policies. Put an issue on the agenda for a policy meeting if you want the whole group to have input and be
in on the decision. In an operational meeting, people may report on what they are doing and what they
need from others, rather than all being in on every decision (Buck and Villines, 2017; Mierson, 2019). The
group’s facilitator leads policy meeting processes. The group’s managerial role — CEO, department
manager, team lead, or committee head — leads operational meetings.

Here is an example. A team or a company might have a policy for how they name computer files.
Individuals then name the files they create, following the naming convention in that policy. If everyone
makes up their own file names without a commonly-agreed scheme for that, it can be hard for anyone to
find a file. And if you need a meeting with everyone weighing in to name a given file, you would have little
time or energy for much else.

Hold policy meetings and operational meetings at different times. If scheduling is easier for the two to take
place during the same meeting time when people are together, complete the policy meeting, take a short
break, and then hold the operational meeting — or vice versa. Experiment to determine whether you prefer
policy and operational meetings at separate times or back to back.
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9. Prepare a clear agenda

Most policy meetings go better if someone prepares
and distributes the agenda in advance. That way .
someone has (ideally) thought through each part of the \ Jéié} ENPA
meeting, and others can come prepared. For each item,
state

a. The issue.

b. The process you will use and the desired
outcome. Do you plan to do picture forming __.____.
only? Do you want to create a proposal? If you \ L}
are starting with a prepared proposal, who will
present it? Do you want a decision in this meeting? If you include that information in the agenda,
participants know what to expect and can be better prepared; they may also be more relaxed.

Tl
/

c. The time allotted for the agenda item. To improve your ability to estimate the time needed for
agenda items, either the secretary or someone else can record the actual time for each item, to
compare to the allotted time. With practice, your estimating ability will become more accurate.

d. Who makes this decision and by what method?

Few things are more frustrating than to be part of a discussion of an issue thinking that everyone
there will make the decision together, when an executive or manager is really making the decision
and your discussion is input. Either way is fine, as long as it’s clear from the outset.

Will one person make the decision? Will the whole group decide, and if so will they do that by
majority vote, by consensus, or by consent? All this needs to be clear in advance. The group
decision-making method | like the best is consent (Buck and Endenburg, 2012; Buck and Villines,
2017; Mierson, 2019). Consent considers everyone’s perspective. Majority vote, by contrast, can
ignore up to 49 percent of the voices. Consent can also eliminate endless discussion that can
occur with consensus.

10. Choose the facilitator

The group can explicitly choose one of its members to be facilitator for policy meetings. You can choose
the person in the manager role or a different member of the group. Make the selection for a defined period
of time, such as four months or six meetings, during which time the group gives the facilitator feedback as
part of the closing rounds. Then choose a new facilitator, again for a set period of time; it might be the
same person or it might be someone different. Avoid the temptation to rotate facilitators every meeting.
You want a term long enough for the person to receive feedback and improve their skills. The group can
choose the facilitator by consent — see discussion in idea #9 of how to make decisions.

11. Have a clear focus for the meeting and for the group
For a policy meeting to be focused and productive and lead to the least unnecessary tension, it's important

first for a self-managed team to have a clear focus. In the Sociocratic Circle-organization Method (SCM),
that means two things for any part of the organization, beyond a single policy meeting:
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e Define and all agree on the aim(s). An aim is
o a product or service that you offer,
o defined in terms that the client understands,
o distinct from other aims (Buck and Villines, 2017).
The organization needs an aim(s), and so does each division, department, team, committee, etc.

e Define and agree on the domain of authority and of responsibility of the team. In the SCM, the
domains of authority and of responsibility coincide, and reside with the team doing that particular
work in the organization. l.e., the people doing the work make the decisions about how to do it
(Mierson, 2019). Every area of work in the organization needs to be under a group’s domain, and
only one group’s domain. Gaps or overlaps in domains are recipes for things falling between the
cracks, duplication of effort, and/or for friction.

For a team, the agreement about their aim and domain must be among all the members of the team, and
also with the next broader level of the organization (Buck and Endenburg, 2012; Mierson, 2019). Clear
aims and domains (Buck and Villines, 2017) can prevent tension and conflict and wasting time in meetings.
One way clear aims do that is that they are the basis for making consent decisions about proposals (Buck
and Endenburg, 2012; Buck and Villines, 2017; Mierson, 2019).

C. Deepening Connections in a Meeting

12. Pay attention to the heart

I've saved one of my favorite ideas till last. Spend a few
minutes, preferably early in the meeting, to make emotional
connections among the participants. This is especially
important in a virtual meeting, where we are missing the
bodily communication signals that we usually process below
the level of awareness. An opening round with a check-in is
one way to do that at the beginning of a meeting. A check-out
in a closing round can do that again at the end. In the
opening round you can include appreciations of each other or
the group, or a gratitude practice, or a guided visualization to
bring everyone present and into connection. One form of this
latter is HearthMath Quick Coherence®; studies at the HearthMath Institute (see references) show that
when a team gets into coherence at the beginning of a meeting, their meetings are more productive with
better decisions. What could be cooler than that?

There is some good news in having all these virtual meetings. Some aspects can be easier than in person,
face-to-face. (a) People sometimes find it easier to be attentive and present in a virtual meeting. For
example, since | am looking at one speaker or at that person and a few others only, it can be easier to
focus. (b) We have the option to use an online document for minutes that are visible during the meeting
(see idea #7). If we do, | can read the minutes if my attention has wandered or | need to refresh my
memory on something we discussed. (c) One colleague of mine is sensitive to an overabundance of
nonverbal signals from participants in a face-to-face meeting. She finds that a virtual meeting reduces the
number of signals to which she needs to pay attention. The result is that she experiences less overload
than in face-to-face groups of people.
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Here are questions | like to ask myself about a group’s meetings:
® Do people speak candidly? Or do they say what they think others want to hear?

® Does everyone have a chance to speak? Or do some people do most of the talking and others
barely get a word in edgewise?
® Do new and creative collaborative solutions emerge? Or do people take polarized positions
with little progress toward solutions?
Hopefully the ideas in this article will help you answer the first of each of those pairs of questions positively.

Awww, it'’s
over already?

Wow! We just
got so much

Cartoon by SELC | CC BY-SA 4.0

Resources for further learning

e For help with online meetings, see https://sociocracyconsulting.com/responsive-online-teams/.

e For information on sociocracy, see 5 Pitfalls of a Top-Down Hierarchy and What to Do About
Them, a white paper about sociocracy.
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