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What Not to Do 
How Executive Meetings Can Fail 

BY BOB GREENFIELD 

O
    rganizational performance is by its

nature a group undertaking. 

Successful organizations rely on

teamwork and synergy to more effectively

leverage the collective effort of their

workforce.  Technology is altering the

venues and formats in and through which

groups communicate, but the business

meeting endures as a tool...and will for

the foreseeable future.  

According to various studies, most

executives attend 4-8 meetings per day. 

Business meetings are both ubiquitous and

almost uniformly reviled by workers.  A

Microsoft Research survey of 38,000

workers in 200 countries conducted in 2005

determined that ineffective meetings are

the biggest “productivity pitfall,” and that

69% of all meetings are regarded as

ineffective.  These findings are consistent

with what I hear in my work with

organizations.  Meetings are not getting an

unfair rap.  They really are that bad.  So

what to do?  Ban them or fix them?  While

organizations would indeed benefit by

more carefully scrutinizing when not to

have a meeting, the premise of this article

is that meetings can and should be fixed.  

If knowledge is power, then in the context

of ineffective meetings, knowing why they

often fail should increase your power to

improve them.  The following 9 Reasons

Why Meetings Often Fail apply to most

formal gatherings, whether a monthly

management team meeting or an annual

retreat.  

Reasons Why Meetings Often Fail

1.  Unclear purpose and desired

outcomes.  An entire article could be

devoted to this pitfall.  Because it’s

Tuesday or March is not a good enough

reason to have a meeting.  Note that a

meeting’s purpose and its desired outcome

are not the same.  The purpose is the

driver or broad reason for convening. 

Examples include expanding lines of

communication or reconnecting with

colleagues or discussing long term strategy. 

The desired outcome is the specific result

that your meeting needs to produce.  If the

purpose is to discuss long term strategy,

the desired outcome could be to agree

upon a problem statement, or to conduct

and prioritize an informal SWOT analysis,

or to develop three options for a future

vision.  Do you want the group to evaluate,

brainstorm, problem-solve, or actually
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make decisions?  Any of these outcomes

can be valid and valuable.  If you don’t tell

a group which one to work at, you will

invariably have different participants

trying to do different things.  Ever been in

a meeting where participants were

confused about what they were supposed

to do?  I rest my case.

2.  Poor design.  A well designed meeting

will have two versions of the agenda.  The

one that gets handed out to participants is

a list of topics.  The one that the meeting

leader uses is a list of processes by which

the topics and the participants will be

engaged.  Planning a menu for your dinner

party is not the same as cooking a

wonderful meal.  Each task is important

and related, but also a completely distinct

undertaking.  So too are creating a list of

topics and designing a meeting process to

effectively address each.  

Many meetings are not designed to add

value and are therefore boring.  Can you

imagine an entertainer not worrying about

whether their material will actually be

entertaining?  Meetings should not

necessarily aspire to be entertaining

(although I’m inclined to wonder why not),

but they should be intriguing and engaging. 

How will your meeting be different than

the unproductive one you just survived?  If

your paycheck depended on participants

leaving your meeting saying, “that was a

great meeting!” how might you approach

its design?  Most boring meetings don’t fail

because of misguided effort, but rather

because of lack of effort.  We’re just not

trying hard enough.  Who has the time? 

Before you answer, ask also who has the

time for another bad meeting?

3.  Planning not taken seriously enough

by those who own the meeting. 

Delegating meeting planning and design to

another party (including an external

professional) does not absolve you from

your ownership responsibility.  If you’ve

called or are the ranking authority in a

poorly designed or led meeting, who do

you think the failure will reflect on?  You

don’t have to micro-manage or even lead

the meeting as its owner, but you should

take the time to act like an owner before

the meeting starts.  

4.  Arrogance.  Do you know what the

audience wants and needs?  Do you care? 

“It’s my meeting and this is about me!”

may be the case, but it is not a helpful

starting point if you’re looking to avoid a

bad meeting.  If it’s all about you, then

write a memo, record a video, or write a

book and send it out.  If your meeting’s

success depends upon your participants’

response, then find out what they’re

looking for and provide some of it.  As an

external consultant, I never design or lead

a client’s meeting without having an

opportunity to speak with some of the

meeting attendees ahead of time.  

5.  Untested assumptions and no back-up

plans.  “Last year’s meeting worked, so

the same thing will work this time

around.”  Many a meeting has been done in

by this kind of apathy.  Assumptions result

in a meeting facilitator showing up with no

back-up or contingency plan, being caught

off guard by a meeting heading south, and

not being able to redirect the meeting. 

During 17 years of designing and leading

meetings, I have never had a meeting go

exactly according to plan.  An agenda is

only a guess.  Hopefully it is a well-

informed and skillfully crafted guess...but

it’s a guess nonetheless.  If the meeting’s

not working, whose fault is it?  The

agenda’s or the group’s?  Answer: it

doesn’t matter.  If the meeting’s not

working, sticking with the agenda will

produce a predictable result.  

6.  Ineffective meeting facilitation.  The

highest ranking person in the room might

not be the most skillful person in the room

when it comes to running a meeting.  Most
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meetings will have a few critical junctures

in which skillful facilitation can both keep

the process on track and the group

engaged.  Time management and conflict

resolution skills, flexibility, courage,

listening ability, an appropriate sense of

humor, and good judgement are key

prerequisites for effective meeting

leaders.  

7.  Ignoring their bodies.  Newsflash:

Meeting attendees have bodies!  It’s too

easy to ignore the fact that our job titles,

organizational functions, and knowledge

reside inside of a sack of bone, muscle,

and liquid called a human body.  Bodies

that aren’t sleeping like to move around

now and then--it turns out that this

actually keeps them from sleeping. Breaks,

physical movement, variety, healthy food

and drink, and comfortable furniture and

room conditions including light, air

movement and air temperature each have

an impact and collectively can easily make

or break your meeting.  I have heard about

groups becoming angry and then hostile

when their physical needs were ignored

during a meeting.  

8.  Lack of engagement. Designers can’t

simply hope that participants will

understand their role and what is needed

from them for the meeting to succeed. 

Participants need to be guided, or they’ll

make their own choices.  There’s nothing

inherently wrong with this freedom except

that you will likely have different people

making different choices resulting in

confusion.  Participants want your meeting

to succeed.  Enroll them early by clarifying

what it will take from them.

9.  Breaking faith.  Like it or not, groups

pay attention to and develop expectations

based on what is said about a forthcoming

meeting.  Start and end times, topics to be

addressed, ground rules, etc.  Violate

these expectations at your peril.  Tell a

group that they will be breaking at 12:15

for lunch, and watch what starts to happen

at 12:14 and then at 12:16.  By 12:20 many

of those who would otherwise be

completely engaged are checking out and

in some cases becoming angry because you

haven’t kept your word with them.  Does

this mean that a discussion should be cut

off mid-sentence because your ‘alarm’

goes off for a break?  No.  Keeping faith

requires that you either stick to the plan or

renegotiate; but do so on purpose and with

the group’s input.  Groups are reasonable

when they are engaged.  When you simply

herd them without regard for their

interests, they may take matters into their

own hands.    

Unfortunately, a bad meeting is rarely a

short meeting.  A better designed, more

responsibly owned, and effectively led

meeting will inevitably be more

productive.  As a bonus, addressing the

pitfalls outlined above may also make your

next meeting shorter; but then again, it’s

possible that participants won’t be in such

a rush to escape if you can buck the trend

of time wasting meetings!   
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