
How to get the most out of meetings

Okay, perhaps you would have preferred the title: ‘How to get out of meetings quickly’ or ‘How to get 

out of going to any meetings ever again’.

We have a love hate relationship with meetings, don’t we? We love connecting with others, seeing the 

world through their eyes, and achieving big things as part of a team. On the other hand, we hate 

wasting time and getting caught up in internal politics or personality clashes.

In other words, we love meetings that are exciting, energizing and enriching, but hate poorly planned, 

badly lead meetings that leave us drained, frustrated or upset.

To get more of the ‘love’ and less of the ‘hate’, one of the first things I work on with clients is how to 

get the most out of meetings. Why? Because regular meetings with clients are central to my 

collaborative approach. As a result, I have a self-interest in maximizing the value we can create when 

we are together, to minimize the work for both of us between meetings.

In this blog post, I’ll spell out my four-step process for getting the most out of meetings … top tips and 

techniques I have discovered, invented and developed over several decades. These are the principles I

use to keep expanding my capacity to achieve more with less.

I would love to hear your ideas and feedback – so please take the time to comment at the end of this 

post.

Like you, I am always looking for new ideas to enhance both the effectiveness and efficiency of the 

performance of the teams in which I play.

4 Steps to Getting the Most Out of Meetings

These four steps are based on the 4D Change Model:

1. DISCOVER if a meeting is worth attending or convening

2. DESIGN the way you set up a meeting

3. DEVELOP how you plan an agenda

4. DELIVER your best performance in meetings

The 4D Change Model is one of the core ideas that I wrote about in my book, “A Great Life”. I also 

previously wrote an article on the 4D Change Model, which I recommend you read before diving into 

this one.

Meetings are a great way to apply the 4D Change Model, as the aim of most meetings is to deal with – 

yes, you guessed it – change, addressing subjects like:

• How can we improve things?

• What should we do about responding to changes that we have noticed?

• How are we going with projects designed to drive innovation and change in our business?

• Why someone or some group of people need to change their thinking, behaviour or 

performance.

My approach helps deliver the four most important outcomes I have found executives and 

entrepreneurs are looking for, shifting them from:



1. Confusion to Clarity

2. Frustration to Focus

3. Exhaustion to Engagement

4. Paralysis to Performance

1. DISCOVER if a meeting is worth attending or convening.

This is all about gaining clarity regarding the reasons for holding the meeting, and what you want to 

get out of it.

A meeting is an occasion  

When I consider attending a meeting, I discipline myself to stop and envision what we will have 

actually achieved by the end of the meeting. I ask myself and others questions like:

• What obstacles will have been overcome (literally or at least mentally)?

• What issues or unwanted feelings will have been resolved?

• What risks will have been mitigated?

• What opportunities or new territory will have been explored?

• What decisions will have been made?

The Purpose of having A Purpose  

How does the meeting you are considering relate to your “purpose”? This simple but often overlooked 

question provides a powerful filter against which you can assess meeting invitations – yours and other 

people’s. In life and at work, taking the time to understand the bigger picture of why you are doing 

what you are doing is a big part of getting the most out of meetings. The aim and outcome of each 

meeting should make sense when seen within the context of the higher purpose you are at work on 

fulfilling.

2. DESIGN the way you set up a meeting

This is about focussing on the ‘when, where and for how long’ of a meeting. It’s about creating an 

environment that promotes efficiency, fosters collaboration and stimulates creativity.

‘Where’ is important  

Treating a meeting as an occasion leads you to consider how your choice and design of the meeting 

environment can support your goal. If you want people to do some imaginative and creative thinking, 

why not take them up to the top of a tall building, or convene the meeting at an art gallery. Make your 

choice of venue work harder for you by better aligning your intention with people’s attention.

Set shorter meetings  

Ah, yes, I knew you’d like this one. Paradoxically, you can often get more out of a meeting by 

shortening its duration. Most people automatically set their meetings to be one hour long. So does the 

default on their software!

Try setting meetings to be 45 or 50 minutes long. When you allocate less time, it helps your mind to 

focus. It is a bit like putting yourself into exam conditions – it sharpens your attention.



Also, when you create buffers in your day – 10-15 minute breaks at the end of meetings, short periods 

of rest and recovery – you achieve three very important things:

1. You reduce your and other people’s stress levels, by creating mini reserves of time and 

“space” that enable you to be on time for your next appointment more consistently and easily. Being 

on time is a basic measure of your integrity, creates a sense of being in control, and helps build trust 

and respect.

2. You allow for the unexpected. If something comes up, you have created these regular 10-15 

minute windows in which to respond. And you can always extend the meeting to 55 or 60 minutes 

duration, if you and the other attendees agree to do so, once you are in the meeting.

3. People can leave a meeting, transfer action items into their project management software, 

and maybe even take some of those actions immediately. For example, emailing someone else from 

the meeting an important document they urgently need reduces the time lag often associated with 

collaborating with others.

3. DEVELOP how you plan an agenda

This is about creating a compelling agenda that all attendees will find relevant and engaging. It’s about

people committing themselves to be fully present.

Setting the Agenda  

Develop and distribute an agenda, ideally at least 48 hours in advance.

I am still surprised by the number of people who are prepared to spend time meeting with others, 

without considering the nature of the agenda. (Not talking here, of course, about a casual meeting with

a friend over coffee.) If you value your time, other people will as well. I have come across some people 

who refuse to agree to a meeting unless they receive and review the proposed agenda in advance. 

They take particular care in assessing the merits of an invitation before deciding whether to accept, 

decline or counter-offer.

Some of the CEOs of fast growing and public companies I coach and mentor don’t send me their 

agenda in advance of a meeting – but they will arrive for our meeting 10 minutes early and map out 

the things that are highest on their list of priorities on the whiteboard in preparation for our discussion.

In complex, ambiguous and changing environments, sometimes we don’t know exactly what will be the

best use of our time until we get to a meeting. However, by practicing the techniques I’m outlining 

here, leaders can progressively shift from an essentially re-active to a more pro-active approach 

towards meetings. An agenda distributed two days ago that needs to be refined and updated at the 

start of a meeting will generally be much better than no agenda at all.

Back Casting  

Use an Agenda, composed in the past tense. Let me give you an example. If I am going to be chairing 

a board meeting, an agenda item could read “Review the Financials”. However, wouldn’t you agree it’s 

more decisive to say, “We signed off the Financials”? This line of thinking creates a whole new range of

actions that could (should) be taken before the meeting even begins, for example:

• Distribute the Financials to all members of the board

• Contact each member to determine whether they have any queries



• Direct those queries to the CFO and provide the feedback to the appropriate members, 

ensuring they are satisfied with the response

The difference is that when the board meets and we arrive at this agenda item, some board members 

may like to provide some comments, highlighting their interpretations and observations, raising items 

for future consideration, however the motion to accept the Financials will proceed quite smoothly and 

quickly, relative to how it may have progressed without this “past tense” perspective.

4. DELIVER your best performance in meetings

Past-Present-Future    

Start in the present – end it in the future.

Most meetings consist of a standard format that has three main parts:

• They begin with some reporting, bringing everyone up to speed on what has happened (the 

past)

• They then move into considering what options exist, discussing what decisions need to be 

made (the present)

• They finish with agreements and recommendations, a discussion about what is coming up on 

the horizon (the future)

Leading a meeting involves sensing when and how to seamlessly shift a group through this sequence 

of stages. I use a combination of written, audio and video reports to team members in advance of 

meetings to help ensure everyone is up to speed before they arrive at the meeting. If we can reduce 

the time that needs to be spent on “the past”, we can spend more of our valuable time together on 

“the present” and “the future”. Cloud-synced project and task management systems (like Nozbe) are 

very powerful collaborative tools for keeping everyone up to speed with what is happening across the 

portfolio of projects that a team has in play.

It Ain’t Over ’til It’s Overcome  

You know your work is done when everyone in the meeting understands what the most important 3-6 

actions are that need to be taken next. That occurs when these actions are recorded for all to see.

My preference is an electronic, printable whiteboard, and to write the actions up in front of everyone to

witness and agree. (As an alternative to a printout, you can use a smartphone to take and distribute a 

photograph of what is on the whiteboard.)

Assigning a person who is ultimately responsible as well as a due date for delivering each of the 

outcomes helps ensure you have overcome any obstacles to people being able to go away from the 

meeting and perform as required and expected.

Application

So you can get a feel for the approach I’m suggesting, here are some insights into how I use the 4D 

Change Model within my own business:



•   Initial Discussion Form  : we provide prospective clients with a Needs Analysis Form to complete

prior to our initial discussion. This helps them organise their thinking around the issues they wish to 

address. The form then becomes the agenda for our initial discussion.

•   Session Preparation Forms  : when they become a client, they receive a form they complete 

and return 48 hours in advance of their sessions. The form provides a structured approach that asks 

them to report on their progress, reflect on their greatest accomplishments, identify shifts in their 

thinking and behaviour as well as defining their agenda for that forthcoming session.

•   Quarterly Team Briefings  : at the start of each quarter, we prepare a brief that ensures each 

team members understands what they need to focus on. Projects and tasks are organised under three 

headings: Now (month 1), Next (month 2 and 3) and Later (month 4+). In this way, each person has a 

clear agenda about the relative importance and priority of the variety of activities currently in play and

coming up.

Conclusion

It’s not about the meeting! Yes, you heard right.

Tattoo this on your forehead: a meeting only exists as a means to an end. All that matters is what you 

have accomplished by the end, and that you have done so in a way that has respected people’s 

attendance and maximised their participation. Look at it this way: you are not running a meeting … 

you are facilitating an outcome, and one device you are using is a meeting.

Think of the path to this outcome as a continuum, with the meeting somewhere in the middle. The pre-

and post-meeting work can be just as important.

Don’t underestimate what it can do for your image and reputation as a leader, if you become known 

for the quality and effectiveness of your meetings, be they formal or casual. Create a meeting that 

shines the light on others, brings clarity and focus to what the attendees are interested in and the 

overall effect will be to shine a light on you.

At the end of the day, the discipline of simple things done well – over and over – ensures you end up 

with great rather than good outcomes.

Collaborating with others is an important investment you make to achieve things that would not be 

possible on your own. I trust the basic, and not so basic ideas I have shared with you here can help you

find new ways to elevate your capacity to create what is most important to you – in the game of work 

and the business of living.

By Glenn Williams.


