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How To Conduct An Eftective

Meeting

Organizing Toolbox by Ed Rush

_ne of the most important les-
sons that we have learned as
' a movement is that an orga-
nized community invariably
fares better than one which does not or-
ganize, when the health and safety of its
residents are at stake. This is why devel-
oping an organizing campaign is so im-
portant. And one of the most critical
pieces of an organizing campaign is the
meeting. The value of planning and con-
ducting a meeting to achieve maximum
effectiveness can not be over emphasized.
The success of your meetings will turn on
how well your group can handle three
basic tasks: Planning, Outreach, and Ex-
ecution.

Planning

3 he first thing you have to do is
1 to determine, hopefully with the
organization’s steering or ex-

ecutive committee or some other group of
like minded folks, why you are having
the meeting in the first place. The desired
objective of the meeting will help to de-
termine how you do your outreach, what
you will put on the agenda, and perhaps
even who will chair, or facilitate the
meeting. Most meetings can serve three
purposes: Information, Inspiration, and
Decision Making.

People do not come to meetings
unless they believe that they benefit
from them.

The reason why the residents of your
community should come to the meeting
you are planning should be clearly

spelled out in any materials you prepare,
and clearly stated in any outreach that
you do. Do not call meetings just to have
meetings. The people who will come out
to your meetings usually get involved in
other issues and actions as well, subse-
quently they are busy people. The excep-
tion to this rule of course is a group that
has regularly scheduled meetings once a
month or less frequently. In cases like
these it may be important to hold the
regularly scheduled meeting as a way of
maintaining group identity and esprit de
corps. But, even in these circumstances
you can use the context of the regular
meeting to build community support for
your group by having members bring

people who have not previously attended.

Once you are clear on what the ob-
jective of the meeting is, you can start to
plan. Working back from the goal you
have established for your meeting you
can plan outreach. Several questions toa
ask yourself are:

» To achieve our goal(s) who do we
need 1o have at this meeting?

» How do we reach these individu-
als?

¢ What is the best time that most of

these people could attend our meet-

ing?

* What Jocation would be centrally
located or most accessible to the
majority of the people we want to
attend the meeting? *

Generally, you should have some
idea of what the agenda will be so that
you can use this information in your fly-
ers or pitch to get people to come to the

meeting. But the agenda does not have to
be complete. In fact you would probably
not want the agenda to be complete until
shortly before the meeting. This will give
you the flexibility to add important issues
that come up just prior to your meeting.

Outreach

nce you get into the rhythm of

| running an organizing cam-

paign, you realize that every
event, meeting, or hearing is a potential
opportunity to do outreach for your next
meeting. So in reality once you have
started to form a group and started to
move forward, planning does not neces-
sarily come before outreach. Once you
begin your organizing campaign you will
forever be on the lookout for potential
allies. So you will always be networking,
informing people about your issue(s), and
inviting people to your next meeting even
before you know what the agenda of the
next meeting will be.

Execution

hile you should not force
 people to work on committees
or projects, people who feel
that the group can get along fine whether
they show up or not, are just as likely to
not show up.

People stop coming to meetings
if they are not active
participants.

It is always tempting for people to stay
home and watch the latest episode of
E.R., rather than to trudge across town in
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the rain to vet another meeting. Inertia is
powerful competition. Don’t underrate it.

People stop coming to meetings
where everyone who speaks is put
on trial.

It is important for the person acting
as facilitator 1o set the tone. Quite often
the issues we organize around have a
devastating impact on the lives of the
people in the community. People may
view them as life or death decisions. In-
deed, for a working class family that has
invested vears and their life savings into a
home which they have just been informed
sits on contaminated laﬁd., it is literally a
life or death issue. When put in this con-
text, it should come as no surprise that
discussions can turn into debates, and
debates can turn into fights, even among
residents ostensibly on the same side.

So. it is wise to make sure your fa-
cilitator sets the tone of the discussion.
For example, your facilitator might say
something like, ** We need to establish
ground rules before we begin the discus-
sion. There is nothing wrong with having
a different opinion on an issue than
someone else in the room, but we don’t
want 10 have any personal attacks.” It is
one thing to say I disagree with your
point because X or Y. It is quite another
to say, You're an idiot, who has never

done anything but brought our neighbor- -

hood down. Your idea is the dumbest
thing I ever heard.” Your facilitator might
want to ask that the group adopts a no
attack policy before moving into a dis-
cussion. Other policies worth adopting
include showing respect for whomever is
speaking by not holding side conversa-
tions during the meeting and letting the
facilitator recognize who will speak, so
that each person has the opportunity to
make their point without being cut off.
Finally, the facilitator of your meet-
ing should give the group an opportunity
to add any other ground rules for discus-
sion before moving forward. Once the
ground rules are completed and adopted
by the group you should write them on a
large piece of paper, and post them on the
wall. These policies don’t need to be re-
peated every time if you have a small
consistent group. but they should at least
be covered the first few times you have a

discussion, until people get used to the
process. In addition. anytime you have a
large influx of new people attending a
meeting where there is a planned discus-
sion it would be wise to establish the
ground rules at the beginning of the
meeting.

We have all been to meetings at
which there didn’t seem to be any
agenda. Consequently, the whole meeting
1s spent talking about one issue that is
never resolved, or people bring up issues
that take the group off on tangents so that
many issues get explored, but none get
resolved. In either case your group will
soon be in trouble if you never accom-
plish anything in your meetings. This
leads us to another rule.

People stop coming to meetings
where nothing gets done.

Conversely, people will seek out the
meetings of a group that develops a repu-
tation for getting things done. So as you
develop your agenda, try to include some
action items that either a subgroup can be
formed to deal with, or the larger group
can vote on in the meeting. If there is an
issue that needs to be discussed, and you
believe the discussion cannot be con-
cluded in the time you have allotted for
your meeting, it might make sense to put
that last on your agenda. You can instruct
the facilitator to check with the group at
the scheduled ending time, to ask if they
want to continue to discuss the issue at
hand, and for how long. If you have in-
formation or announcements to make in
the meeting you should deal with them
first, before issues to be discussed. Fi-
nally, make sure that before you end the
meeting the action items have names and
dates next to them. In other words, who
will take the action, and when it will get
done. Otherwise, it won’t get done.

People stop coming to meetings
if the group doesn't
keep its word.

Before you announce that the group
will take an action of some kind, be
pretty certain that your group has the
people and the resources to follow
through. The people in your group must

have the will to carry out the task at hand.
There is an old saying that, “You should
think five times before you speak. Be-
cause your word is your bond. and your
bond is your life, and you should surren-
der your life before vou go back on your
word.” Think of any announcement about
what your group will do as the bond of
your group, and for the group to go back
on its word without a good reason is to
jeopardize the life of the organization.

Additionally, people who have not
really committed to your group but who
come to meetings occasionally (when
E.R. is in reruns) will invariably interpret
a committee or individual commitment to
complete a task and report back at the
next meeting as a commitment of the en-
tire group. These folks are particularly
susceptible to the person who sits in the
back of the room and says to anyone who
will listen that, ** they never get anything
done at these meetings.” That 1s why it is
imperative 1o have someone record what
commitments were made at each meeting
and to follow up with people in between
meetings to make sure these things get
done. When it becomes more work to
prod people to complete their assign-
ments than to do them yourself, it is
tempting to just go ahead and do them.
Don’t. If you do work that other people
committed to do, vou will end up doing
it, all the time. *¢

Remember, you are not just
trying to accomplish tasks for a
specific meeting. You are
working to build an

organization.
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