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Busy sorting out the papers for the Wales Committee meeting tomorrow (a two hour rail journey each way plus several hours of discussion and a buffet lunch – I eat for CitA) when my Aunt rings. I haven’t heard from her in months, but amongst the usual reports of her grandchildren’s careers and my septuagenarian uncle’s attempts at DIY, she mentions that next month will see their 52nd wedding anniversary. Makes me feel old since I vividly remember going to the wedding!

Returning to the meeting papers in a mood of gloom – age as well as upcoming meeting – it strikes me that next month also sees another life milestone, the start of my 40th year of attending meetings! The first one is forever imprinted on my mind. As a very junior civil servant in 1968 I was dragged along to take the minutes at meeting between the Director of Computer Operations, a very senior man from an administrative grade, and the managers of the regional computer centres around the UK. They of course owed their allegiance to their regional director, not to HQ.
The Director as Chair of the meeting sat at the head of a long conference table with his senior HQ staff on either side. The regional Computer Managers clustered around the other end of the table, leaving several seats unoccupied each on side. It made a graphic illustration of the lack of any common purpose in the organisation, or clear objective for the meeting, and as I recall nothing was achieved. Several meetings I’ve been to in the Citizen’s Advice service had a similar feel.
As I’m Chairing the Wales Committee I have only myself to blame for any shortcomings tomorrow, but I fondly recall two meeting chairs I worked with who really did it well. One of them apologised to me once for dragging me 200 odd miles each way every three months for his 90 minute quarterly review of his IT systems. I was the manager in the IT Dept responsible for the technical side of them. I was pleased to reply that I enjoyed the meetings and found the drive worthwhile. The reasons were:

· The meeting always started on time and finished on time. If you arrived late without a very good reason he locked you out! Each item on the agenda was timed, and he would not allow people to waffle or drift off the agenda.
· The agenda was a model of clarity. Each item was in the form of a short paragraph explaining exactly the objective of the discussion to be held, and why it was necessary.
· The papers for the meeting were sent out well in advance and were clear and to the point. What’s more if you got to the meeting and demonstrated either that you hadn’t read them or that you were not briefed on the topics under discussion he made his displeasure very clear!

· If you sent a deputy in your place, he expected the deputy to be authorised to commit to any agreements made in the meeting. Anyone deputising was asked at the start of the meeting to confirm they were so empowered. If they were not they were also locked out!

· At the end of each agenda item he summed up the conclusions and agreements, and ensured that everyone understood their part in the action plan, and would discharge it.
Everyone of course knew the modus operandi for the meetings, certainly after attending one or two, and therefore the meetings really worked. The result was that you arrived with an expectation of success, and left the meetings with a sense of achievement, that real progress had been made.  I usually loaded the CD player in the car with a copy of Gotterdammerung or Tristan und Isolde or similar and the journey passed quickly. 

The other Chair was less abrasive in dealing with transgressions of good meeting practise, but had the useful habit not only of summing up at the end of each discussion, but of jotting down the summary and getting his secretary to type up the his notes and send them to the minute taker. That made life really easy for me when I took notes at his meetings. Later, when I got to Chair meetings myself, I often wrote my own minutes, saving the cost of the note taker, and forcing me to concentrate on the discussion and to sum up the meeting as it went along. Try it.
Gordon Pankhurst
