
The Meeting Mess

The people have spoken. More than 200 of  us participated in a 
survey that paints a vivid picture of  the state of  meetings in 
organizations today. We spend time on meeting topics that 
matter…a lot of  time, and often with people we can’t even see. 
We hate tangents and starting late. We don’t like wasting our 
time in meetings without clear outcomes or some specific reason 
for us being there. Many of  us feel that our time in meetings isn’t 
as well spent as it could be. And we’re pretty clueless when it 
comes to knowing what’s supposed to happen when meetings are 
over. Just about half  the time we feel we haven’t had the chance 
to bring our best thinking to the table. The whole meeting mess 
seems to be getting messier. 

You’d think we’d have this meeting thing figured out.  It’s not like 
it’s a new phenomenon. Maybe that’s the problem. Maybe 
meetings are such a longstanding part of  organizational life that 
practices get handed down like some of  the family holiday rituals 
we dread … that’s just the way things are done. Just wait it out 
till next year.   Perhaps we look at meetings as part of  the hard 
organizational structure like a bearing wall or concrete 
foundation - impenetrable without major reconstruction. Not so. 
These meeting messes are just like coffee spills on the table, dust 
on the blinds, a crushed cookie on the carpet - easily cleaned 
with the right supplies. Here are some things to think about and 
most importantly do to clean up the meeting mess in your 
organization. 
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This article reflects input from 
manufacturing, financial 
services, health care, non-
profit, consumer services, 
energy and utilities, business 
services organizations: 
spanning multiple 
organizational levels. 

63% report that meeting topics 
are critical to achieving 
business results often or 
frequently 

BUT 

66% of respondents indicate 
that their time is well spent 
rarely or only sometimes 
during meetings 
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The Meeting Mess

Meet Where It Matters Most 

Consider Gary. He had an idea. He had done his homework and 
even ran a few under the radar experiments. He was convinced 
that a few modifications and some fresh positioning would make 
the MJ1230 a hit with a whole new set of  customers.  He was 
actually looking forward to the next team status meeting where 
he would have the opportunity to reveal his eureka moment. The 
meeting started with the same tired routine…a report by each 
person reprising the events of  the past two weeks. Gary felt his 
energy start to flag as he tuned in and out to bits and pieces of  
information that might impact him. He scanned his co-worker’s 
faces and their glazed over eyes. He snapped to attention and 
suddenly felt his adrenaline surge. It was almost his turn. As Gary 
began to relate his new thinking, the meeting facilitator for the 
week (he and his co-workers rotate responsibility) not so 
graciously refocused him to the expected format. He dutifully 
responded, not wanting to look like a poor team player.  Gary left 
the meeting frustrated and angry and decided he was better off  
keeping the idea to himself  for a while. It was just too much work 
to get heard. 

85% of  survey respondents rated status/update meetings as the 
type they attend most often. Idea generation came in at 43% and 
strategy development at 36%. Sure, updating is important, but in 
this age of  hyper-technology growth, aren’t there better, more 
efficient ways to keep each other informed? 

We say we want more creativity, more innovation. We say our 
futures are riding on it. Start a meeting content shift. Create 
meeting space dedicated to curious and forward thinking 
dialogue, or at the very least invite it in when it shows up 
unexpectedly. 

Be Personally Accountable 

It seems like a lot of  us are characters in the children’s story, 
“The Emperor’s New Clothes”. You remember. But just in case, a 
brief  synopsis. Once upon a time, there was an emperor whose 
only worry in life was to dress in elegant clothes. Two scoundrels 
tricked the emperor into thinking that the outfit they had made 
him for a royal procession was beyond compare, made of  the 
finest materials and threads. In fact the outfit didn’t exist. The 
townspeople and royal court all looked on, seeing but saying 
nothing. It took a young child to tell him, well…to tell him he was 
actually naked.  

So what’s the connection between this childhood story and the 
meeting mess we sometimes find ourselves in? We all know a bad 
meeting when we experience one. The question is, are we more 
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Where	the	Time	Goes	

77% report spending 25% or 
more of their time in meetings 
with 42% spending 50% or 
more 

69% report spending 25% or 
more of their time in meetings 
with remote participants with 
40% 

What	We	Meet	About	

Status/update 

Information sharing 

Collaborative problem solving 

Decision making 

Idea generation 

Strategy development

85%
Status Update

74%
Information Sharing

58%
Problem Solving



The Meeting Mess

like the bystander townsfolk or the little child who calls it like he 
sees it?  

Commit to not waiting out another bad meeting. Next time you 
get a meeting invitation and  you  have  no  idea what it’s about, 
call, email  or  text  and  get some  clarity.  Opt out if  there isn’t 
a clear reason for your attendance. Rather than feel your blood 
pressure rise as people tangentize, refocus to the issue at hand, 
using the meeting outcomes or agenda. If  you are sick of  being 
the only person who participates, encourage those who haven’t 
spoken to voice their opinions. Take accountable action. It’s a 
great way to start. 

 

Dig into Dialogue 

I recently attended an online meeting. Red rectangular boxes 
were showing up on my computer screen in stark contrast to the 
blank white board. The boxes were meant to highlight important 
text. Problem was, there was no text. It took 10 minutes for 
someone to point it out.  If  12 people won’t point out a minor 
technology problem, no wonder we have trouble participating in 
candid dialogue in a meeting context.  

72% of  us say we experience open and candid dialogue around 
important issues only rarely or sometimes. At the same time 
48% of  us say our ideas are frequently encouraged and close to 
that percentage say those contributions are valued. It could be 
that we are encouraged and willing to speak up but not speak 
straight. Maybe the last time we tried to spark debate someone 
took it personally, tempers flared or people withdrew. It’s hard 
work to craft an alternative point of  view in a way that 
encourages healthy debate and avoids defensiveness or blame. 
And we all know how hard it is to listen to a differing view when 
we already know we are “right”. Whatever the reason, we all 
suffer the consequences of  dancing around the edges of  
dialogue. Healthy debate can unleash innovation, generate speed, 
and create levels of  collaboration we have yet to experience.  

Take some “start small” steps for encouraging open, candid 
dialogue in your meetings. If  you want people to be more candid 
you are going to more than likely have to ask directly for it. 
Candor is unsettling to some people. When people are more 
candid and in a constructive way, acknowledge it.   

Practice listening to discover what some one really thinks rather 
than to defend a position. Ratchet up your curiosity by asking 
more “what if” questions instead of  making so many “why not” 
statements. You might change more than your meetings.  
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What’s	Going	Wrong	

72% of us say we experience 
open and candid dialogue 
around important issues only 
rarely or sometimes 

48% of us say our ideas are 
encouraged frequently or 
often 

45% of us say are 
contributions are valued 
frequently or often 

65% report that they only 
rarely or sometimes have 
clarity around next steps such 
as who will do what and by 
when 

52% of respondents believe 
they have the opportunity to 
bring their best thinking 
forward only rarely or 
sometimes 

60% of respondents observe a 
dip in productivity during and/
or after an ineffective meeting
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Fix the Action Flat Tire 

Back to the numbers. 63% of  us say the topics we discuss in 
meetings are critical to achieving business results. Of  course that 
means that 37% of  us are discussing things that don’t matter 
much. That’s OK. It seems that with 63% we’ve got some 
organizational traction. 65% of  us report that only rarely or 
sometimes do we have clarity around next steps such as who will 
do what and by when.   

That juxtaposition is troubling. Why do we invest the time in the 
discussion and not in understanding what’s next? What’s behind 
this action flat tire? Maybe we don’t really care what happens 
next.  Hope not.  Maybe we don’t agree with the  suggested  
actions   so we don’t want to sign up.  Possibly.  Maybe we’ve got 
so much to do already that we can’t bring ourselves to step up to 
do more. Probably. What else? It’s a question well worth asking 
and answering in your organization. 

In the meantime, the answer is fairly simple. Don’t leave a 
meeting without knowing what is supposed to happen, who is 
going to take it on, and by when. 

Get Cleaning 

A demand for innovation, accelerating change, intense 
competition, elevating customer demands. Whatever the 
challenges your organization faces, meetings can play a role in 
moving your organization forward. A chance for new ideas to be 
born, critical information to be shared, important decisions to be 
made, action plans catalyzed and commitment sparked. Given 
the potential opportunity meetings represent, isn’t it worth 
getting out a few sponges, brooms and dustpans? Roll up your 
sleeves and get cleaning.  
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Top	Mee6ng	Frustra6ons	

Being off focus, tangents: 48% 

No clear purpose: 47%  

No purpose for my 
attendance: 37% 

Starting late: 35% 

We offer: 

Custom Solutions  –  Enterprise-wide learning experiences to help 
employees master new skills and apply them to key business 
objectives 

Ready to Learn – Quick turnaround learning solutions that tackle real-
world problems in the most effective and efficient ways possible 

Coaching and Assessments – Strategies for leveraging learning to 
heightened performance and engagement  

www.designarounds.com

DesignArounds is your one-stop learning and 
development partner – where you can always 
count on learning that is: 

• Absolutely relevant  
• Engaging 
• Challenging and fun 
• Meaningfully interactive 
• Rich with choices, practical tools & strategies 
• Focused on results 

Designed around you
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