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JANE NORTHCOTE  
 

THE MEETING WORKS WHEN WE KNOW WHY WE ARE THERE 
(As published, with minor edits, in Industry Magazine) 
 
How many times have you emerged from a meeting feeling that you’ve achieved very 
little? Or perhaps you’ve felt frustrated that after two hours of bouncing ideas around, no 
decisions have been made. This happens when all the participants are in the same room, 
but at different meetings. 
 

Same room, different meetings = Frustration 
 
Here’s an example. There’s a problem: a supplier has failed to deliver. The departmental 
manager wants the problem solved.  She calls a meeting. Her email gives a clear 
objective: “How do we deliver to our clients when our supplier has failed to deliver to 
us?”   
 
The information technology expert is eager.  He expects to collect information and take it 
away for analysis.  The accountant is busy. She has a solution to this problem and she 
expects the group to take the decision to act.  The operations manager has long been 
preoccupied by the difficulties with suppliers like this.  He is thrilled that his boss has at 
last convened this group.  He expects the inauguration of a task force to deal with the 
general issue of supplier reliability. 
 
Though everyone has understood the objective, they are each expecting a different 
meeting. They are all going to be disappointed. 
 
When the accountant pushes for her snappy decision-making meeting, the information 
technology expert will feel cheated: it was all rather hasty, and he learned nothing. If the 
information technology expert prevails, and insists on collecting his data, there will be 
lengthy dissertations and much useful information will be exchanged.  But the accountant 
will be exasperated that nothing is decided, and the departmental manager will despair at 
the lack of a solution to the problem.  All this time, the operations manager is trying to 
address the bigger picture, and he thinks we have the wrong people in the meeting: why is 
there nobody here from purchasing?   
 
Here we have a group of people who are in the same room: but they are all at different 
meetings.  This happens frequently.  
 

Same room, different meetings = Frustration 
 
How can we make sure that everyone turns up to the same meeting? 
 
The person who convenes the meeting must make clear what type of meeting they intend.  
In this case, the Department Manager wanted a workshop to solve the specific problem; 
the information technology expert expected an information meeting where he would 
learn, the accountant expected a decision forum so we could take immediate action.  The 
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operations manager envisaged a group definition meeting to establish a task force to 
address the wider issue. 
 
Here are these basic meeting types.  They all have different purposes, different 
participants, and different room layouts. 
 
Meeting Type Purpose Who’s there Room layout 
Group definition Build the team, 

agree roles 
The whole group Social, or reflecting 

the nature of the 
group: e.g. leaders at 
the front. 

Information Learn something Givers and 
receivers of 
information 

Lecture style, U-
shape, circle. 

Workshop Create something People with 
specific skills or 
knowledge 

Irregular, many 
flipcharts, 
whiteboards, 
equipment. 

Decision-making Take a decision. 
Move the action 
forwards.  

People with 
authority 

Formal: e.g. long 
boardroom table.  

 
A group definition meeting establishes the identity of the group.  If you are at the 
meeting you belong.  If you are not at the meeting you do not belong.  Such meetings 
include project launch events, team dinners and staff meetings. After the meeting, 
everyone knows who’s who in the group.  They expect to meet those people again and 
work with them. 
 
At an information meeting, we expect to learn something.  An information meeting 
might be a training course, a corporate communication event, or a series of reports from 
project team members.  At any one time, someone is the expert and the others listen and 
ask questions. 
 
A workshop creates something new.  People with diverse skills collaborate to produce 
ideas.  They work as peers, without a clear hierarchical structure. They engage in joint 
exploration, and suggest options that are later changed or rejected.  
 
In a decision-making meeting, people in authority become accountable for action. 
Commitments are recorded and participants are answerable to each other for delivery. 
This is different from a workshop, where people engage in brainstorming, and where it is 
acceptable to make statements which are tentative and which we later retract. Unless this 
distinction is made clear, people in a workshop are inhibited, reluctant to offer ideas, 
fearing that they will be committed to what they have tentatively suggested. 
 
By being clear of what type of meeting we intend, then we ensure that everyone arrives in 
the room ready for the same meeting. 
 

Same room, same meeting = results 
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Some meetings have more than one purpose.  In this case, the different parts of the 
meeting must be sequential and clearly distinguished, so that people understand the 
different social rules that apply, and adopt the appropriate behaviour. For example, there 
may be a workshop to create ideas, followed by a decision-making session to determine 
action.  After the workshop part has produced its list of proposals, there should be a 
break.  We move to a formal setting, and take our positions round a polished oak table.  
People with authority join us.  Someone records the decisions.  It is now clear that the 
creative part of the meeting is over, and words have a different weight. We are going to 
be held to what we say.  
 
Meetings are at the heart of how businesses create ideas and strategies, share views and 
knowledge and ultimately, make decisions and take action. We can achieve wonders in 
meetings, as long as we make sure that we are not only in the same room, but are at the 
same meeting. Whether you’re the meeting chair or a participant, you have the right and 
duty to find out and establish the clear purpose of the meeting. When you recognise the 
differences between the different types of meetings, you bring out the best in your 
colleagues and ensure that every meeting achieves its results. 
 

Same room, same meeting = results 
 
 


