Managing Meetings

adapted for Transition Amherst from Chris Hanson (with Tom Moench), 

The Cohousing Handbook––Building a Place for Community, 1996, p.26-41

Effective Meetings.  The amount of time spent in meetings to successfully complete a project is stag​gering.  Creating effective meetings through good plan​ning and facilitation makes the experience far more enjoyable.  The key steps to good meetings include:

1. Meeting Times.  Establishing regular meeting times, and preferably a regular meeting place, really helps.

2. Recording Agreements.  Organizing the affairs of your group generally begins with keeping records of decisions you have made together.  Taking minutes in the traditional way is a good start; however, most groups find that over time the mountain of paper that is generated is not very practical.  Try using e-mail, keeping one copy in a binder, for quick reference.


You will find that nothing that happens at your meeting makes much difference except for a clear state​ment of what you agreed to.  Some groups find it use​ful to publish a summary of their decisions regularly.

3. Agenda Items.  If you are to facilitate, compile agen​da items from the previous meeting (+individuals, task-groups, board) at least 48 hours before the meet​ing. Establish for each item (A) a desired outcome (de​cision, info, status, understanding), (B) the presenter of each item, and (C) the estimated time to complete.  Remind presenters they are responsible to provide any handouts, AV aids, answer advance-questions.

4. Agenda order.  Determine the order for achieving the outcomes. Start with a community-building activ​ity or sharing [e.g. check-in].  Usually it is best to deal with critical issues early in the meeting.  Factor-in breaks/snacks/meals, if any.  If possible, mix the more demanding development-issues with commun​ity-related items to give some changes in thinking and feeling for the members. 

5. Collect meeting-supplies.  Collect the supplies you will need to facilitate the meeting, including flip-chart, tape, marking-pens, paper/pens, projector, etc.  

6. Write out agenda.  Write out the agenda; type it up as a handout and/or post it on a flip-chart in bold letters, to be in front of the group on the day of the meeting.  Providing an agenda before the meeting al​lows people a chance to read it and get prepared for the work ahead.  For each item, include: (A) topic and objective, (B) presenter, and (C) estimated time to com​plete.  Allow for changes under Review of Agenda.

7. Facilitate the meeting.  Some key points to keep in mind when you are facilitating the meeting are:
(A) Recruit minute-takers before the meeting.  Pre​ferably, both facilitator and minute-taker should be appointed at the previous meeting.

(B) If possible, have everyone sit in a circle, where they can see each other’s faces.

(C)  Open the meeting with a come-together activity.

(D) Have guests or visitors introduce themselves and “check in” (and established members, too, if the group is small).  

(E)  Review the agenda, and make desired changes.

(F) Hand out copies of the last meeting-minutes, or read them.  Review the minutes, making sure the recollection of the meeting fits that of the min​ute-taker’s.  Make any corrections or additions.

(G) Begin the discussion of agenda items, moving things along and keeping the time.  Periodically summarize, paraphrasing ideas to clarify un​derstanding in the group.  If appropriate, write (or have someone else write) a summary state​ment of areas of agreement (or no-objection) on the flip-chart––subject to change.  People like to see as well as hear what they are discussing.

(H) Test the consensus on an action (when you run out of time, or hear the discussion wind down or become repetitive) by asking for a “show of thumbs” (i. thumb up = in-favor; ii. thumb side​ways = stand-aside/abstain; iii. thumb down = request that the group delay implementation of an action until you can make a case for why it is detrimental to the welfare of the whole group. Ask those expressing opposition to an action, “How do you feel the action being considered is detrimental to the welfare of the group?”

 (I) Save some time in the agenda, somewhere, for “announcements” (anything of interest to some members of the group), but keep them short.

 (J)  Adhere to scheduled breaks, including endings.

(K)  Get group agreement for any extension of agen​da item times.

(L)  Close the meeting with the group coming-togeth​er and affirming their work (e.g. check-out, with likes or likes/dislikes).

Note: Consensus is not unanimity. True consensus is the most inclusive form of decision-making––hon​oring every voice and every opinion equally.  Unlike unanimity, in consensus-building the group decides how long to honor and listen to an individual dissent​er.  The dissenting voice has the right to be heard, but not to veto, and the responsibility to accept the will of the group when a dissent is not accepted.  When we are allowed to express our feelings, we are better able to let go in favor of the common good.  If you find yourself in disagreement with a group consensus, assume two things: (1) the group will learn from this mistake, and (2) maybe, just maybe, the group knows something you do not.
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