Chairing a Meeting

The role of the Chair is to ensure all participants in

a meeting can contribute to structured discussion which

leads to a clear decision at the end of the meeting.

Control

If you are in the Chair, this is your meeting and it is crucial that you are in complete control of what happens when at it.

· You decide who speaks when and invite them to speak

· Between any two other participants speaking you should speak.

· If participants interrupt each other and do not respect your control, interrupt them and stop them speaking. 

· At any time you can interrupt and take control of the meeting if you feel it is not happening in proper order.

Order

· Be very clear about what is happening when in the meeting and lose no opportunity to explain this to participants.

· Be decisive: if it is unclear what is happening next or a participant asks you to decide what should happen next, make a decision quickly and announce it immediately and firmly

· U-turn quickly: obviously it is preferable to stick to the decision you have already made about what happens next, but if you are challenged and feel they are right and actually you should do it differently, decide this quickly and firmly – don’t spend time contemplating different options. It is more important that the meeting makes quick and business-like progress than that you necessarily make precisely the right decision. 

Facilitating control

· Voice projection: you can’t keep control if no-one can hear you! When you speak, speak clearly, loudly and slowly. 

Structure

Be very clear at the start of the meeting and of each discussion what you need to get out of it at the end: do you need a decision, agreement on a text, or what is the outcome you need?

Think logically about how you are going to get to the outcome about how you plan to structure the discussion:

· which aspects do you need to cover?

· who needs to feed in to the discussion?

· are there any subsidiary things you need to decide on before reaching your main decision?

· Explain the structure clearly and slowly to the participants. Explain it in a way that the slowest person present can understand it. If you get blank looks, repeat it!

· Don’t just explain it once at the beginning and expect everyone to keep up all the way: As you progress through the discussion explain where you have got to in the structure

· It can often be helpful to say at the end of each contribution how that contributes to the overall discussion. 

· If participants depart from the planned structure, interrupt them and bring them back to it. Be firm about this: they may not like this but if you decide what they are saying is not relevant, stop them speaking, stick with the decision, and continue with the planned discussion. Remember you have a duty to all the other participants to get through the planned agenda which is more important than keeping one individual or a small group happy. 

· If lots of people want to contribute, make a list and tick them off as each speaks. Stick to it! Participants will often refuse to believe that there are 4 people in front of them on the list to speak but stick to your list. It may be helpful to explain in between speakers how many people there currently are on your list, and who they are. Write their names on a list – if you don’t know their names use a description , eg ‘red sweater’, and arrows to point to where they are sitting to remind you. Make sure you look round constantly and let people catch your eye – remember how irritating it is when you want to speak but can’t catch the Chair’s eye!
· Always keep in mind the whole meeting – do not succumb to the temptation to spend 80% of the time on the first item, even if everyone finds it interesting.

· At the end of the discussion state clearly what the decision they have to make is, and then what has been decided. Make sure everyone understands what it is they are deciding on. 

The key point here is to ensure that those present are clear where you are in the discussion and what is being discussed – remember that as the Chair you concentrating mainly on this but participants will probably be concentrating mainly on the substance of the discussion rather than its structure, so you may need to keep reminding them.

Participants

· Balance the contributions of all those present, as far as possible

· Don’t let a small number of people dominate the discussion – you can say out loud this is what you’re doing when you refuse to let them make their 47th contribution!

· Make sure you invite those people who haven’t spoken to contribute, if possible individually. If you know they have a particular interest in a particular aspect ask them if there is anything they would like to say about that. 

· If participants don’t know each other start by going round the table and asking everyone to introduce themselves briefly.

· Watch the audience and respond. If they have had enough of this discussion, move on! If there are lots of people desperate to speak and not much time, restrict the amount of time each can speak. 
· Think about the physical comfort of the room. Can everyone hear – if not, what can you do about it – is there a PA system? Can you move people around? If everyone is perspiring open a window! Is the Air-Conditioning too loud?
Consider the interests of everyone present, not just the person speaking. If someone is going on too long, or is boring or mad, give them a go and then if necessary politely stop them. They may not like it but everyone else will! This can be difficult, but remember you are in charge of the meeting, on behalf of all participants, and you have both the authority and the duty to order the meeting for everyone’s interest.

Tips

· ‘Minutes of the previous meeting’ can often cover a whole range of tangential things, and has been known to take hours! Ask first about the accuracy of the minutes – whether they are factually wrong. Secondly, ask for any ‘matters arising’ out of them, but exclude anything which (a) appears later on the agenda, or (b) is a major item, which should come back under ‘Any Other Business’ at the end of the meeting. 

· If you are introducing a speaker, find out something interesting to say about them. DO NOT just say “Our speaker tonight is Bill Bloggs – Bill, you’re on”!

· ‘Break up’ the style of the meeting – lots of talks in the same format will send people to sleep. If you have lots of long speeches, say something in between them, perhaps referring to a key point of what the last speaker has just said, or tell a joke. If you are getting really desperate and it is not too formal a meeting, if necessary tell everyone to stand up and have a stretch!
As Chair your job is to make sure you get to the end of the meeting on time, that as many people as possible have actively participated in the meeting, and having made a decision about whatever it is you need to decide about. 
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