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DISTINCTIONS IN MEETINGS 
Some things to think about when writing the invitation memo. 
 

We all go to lots of meetings.  Sometimes we are dazzling, and change 
the course of history.  Sometimes we wonder why we are there, and walk 
away dissatisfied, not knowing what the meeting has achieved.   

 
By articulating our intentions clearly and understanding the implications 
of the different meeting types, it is possible to make our meetings more 
effective.  We need a way of talking about meetings, to help us 
distinguish one type from another, enabling us to choose, to compare 
and to learn.  This vocabulary, a set of types, labels or ‘distinctions’ can 
be used for designing meetings, for deciding who should participate, and 
for measuring success.  
 
There are a variety of respectable reasons for calling a meeting.  There is 
a common Anglo-Saxon view that the main justification of any meeting 
is to take decisions: if decisions are taken and acted on, then it was a 
‘good’ meeting, if no decision was taken then it was a ‘bad’ meeting.  This 
is certainly one way of looking at it.  However, meetings are called for all 
kinds of other valid reasons.  Being explicit and honest about the 
purpose of the meeting is a good step towards success. 
 
Here is a list of some different sorts of meetings and examples of the 
reasons why they might be called, to illustrate the richness available: 

 
Meeting Type Reason  
Project team launch Group Definition See who’s on the project 
Strategic Planning Session Workshop Create a plan 
Orchestral rehearsal Workshop Perfect the performance 
Court-martial Decision Meeting Take a decision 
Press conference Information Meeting Give information 

 
 

One of the most common, and rarely evident, types of meeting is Group 
Definition.  If you are at the meeting, you belong, if you are not at the 
meeting you don’t belong.  A good example would be a meeting of ‘the 
field sales force’, a project team launch, or an all-company off-site.  It is 
an important human need to belong to some group, and a good reason 
for calling a meeting is to establish the group.  Often, the group is very 
large, and includes people with different interests and skills.  It is useful 
to be honest about the fact that the purpose of the meeting is to establish 
the group, and so not get confused by adding, for example, some 
spurious decision-making objective.  If we accept Group Definition as 
the meeting type, then we recognise immediately the need to include 
everyone who should ‘belong’.  In the case of a project launch, this 
might, for example, include administrative staff who might not normally 
participate in workshops or other team meetings. 
 
Activities in a successful Group Definition meeting are inclusive and 
social.  Learning together is one way to confirm and consolidate the 
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group.  We could learn some skills together, or we might hear some 
important news of interest to the whole group.  We might do some team-
building exercises together to create some group history.  We might get 
to know one another by means of formal exercises, informal meal-breaks 
and leisure activities. 
 
It is salutary to observe what happens when someone turns up to what 
they thought was a ‘decision-making meeting’, but which was designed 
as a Group Definition meeting.  They report that there were ‘far too 
many people, much time wasted on useless activities, and NOTHING 
GOT DECIDED!’  They come away dissatisfied and frustrated. 
 
An interesting, and frequently observed, phenomenon occurs if some 
people think that a meeting is a Group Definition meeting, but the 
person who set it up intended something different: a workshop-type 
session, say.  For example someone might want to hold a workshop to 
address a particular product issue.  They invite a few sales people, an 
engineer and a finance person.  All the other sales people might 
erroneously think that this was a ‘Group Definition of Sales People’, or 
even a ‘Group Definition of Sales People Who Have a Future in This 
Company’.  They all, therefore, want to come to the meeting, because, 
reasonably enough, they want to belong.  This is one reason why 
meetings become very large.  Thus it is useful to say when a meeting is a 
Group Definition meeting, and also to say when it is not. 
 
The Workshop is an entirely different sort of meeting.  We hold a 
workshop when multiple skills or diverse thinking styles must be brought 
together to create something.  We might redesign a business process, 
establish the criteria to be used in recruitment interviews, or draw up a 
proposed new structure for the corporate centre.  People are invited to 
a workshop because they have skill or knowledge, which contributes to 
the task.  If environmental health knowledge is needed, we invite the 
appropriate professional expert from the environmental health 
department.  We need only one person from the environmental health 
department, not seven.  That person is there to bring their professional 
skill and specialist knowledge to contribute to the task of the workshop. 
 
In workshops we learn from each other, draw pictures, discuss 
alternatives, raise objections, and propose solutions.  There is 
brainstorming and creativity.  We explore hypotheses and real or 
potential scenarios.  We generally end up knowing a lot more about the 
business than we did when we started, and the outcome we construct 
together typically takes the form of a plan, a design on paper, or a set of 
actions. The workshop deliverable might include a description of a 
number of different options.  Typically, but not necessarily, the outcome 
of a workshop is delivered to another type of meeting (maybe even with 
many of the same participants) for moving the action forwards. 
 
One way of moving the action forwards is to hold a Decision Meeting.  If 
someone undertakes to do something, or a decision is taken and is 
meaningful, then these undertakings and decision announcements need 
an audience and a certain amount of formality.  We see meetings for 
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Decision in steering groups of projects and sometimes in board 
meetings.  The participants are able to hold each other accountable.  
They are people who are going to meet each other again, repeatedly.  In 
this a Decision Meeting is different from a workshop, which is convened 
to do a specific job and then disbanded.  In a Decision Meeting we 
expect minutes to be taken, commitments and decisions to be recorded 
and actions followed up.  The people in the meeting are present because 
of their standing, their presence, and their influence in the world outside 
the meeting. They are chosen because of the groups they represent or 
the authority they have.  As a result of this meeting we expect things to 
happen in the outside world. We will communicate the decisions we have 
taken.  We will hold participants to their commitments.   
 
It is important to distinguish a Workshop-type creative meeting from a 
Decision making meeting.  They have different moods and different 
levels of formality.  Unless we make the distinction clear, people in a 
workshop will be inhibited: “if I suggest something, will they hold me to 
it?”  If, as often occurs, we want to throw about some ideas, be creative, 
and then decide, we should still clearly distinguish the two activities.  
After the creative part, we can put in a break, move to the other room, 
take our positions formally round a polished oak table and invite 
someone to write minutes.  Then it becomes evident that words now 
have a different weight, and we are ready for the decision part of the 
meeting.   
 
In many companies, the creative part goes on in corridors and offices 
before the meeting.  The Decision Meeting then has the very important 
role of formalising the already-taken decisions.  If that is our role, it is an 
honourable one, and we should get on with it with all due formality and 
speed.  Sometimes people feel an obligation to discuss something, just 
because it is on the agenda.  It is perfectly OK to put something on the 
agenda for endorsement, not discussion.  It is a sort of award-giving 
ceremony: public announcement of something already decided.  This 
public announcement must not be skipped, but nor must it be drawn 
out.  Instead of a re-iteration of a discussion, we could instead hear and 
record the promise, decision or commitment, acknowledge the 
achievement, endorse the action or decision, and move swiftly on.  
 
Another sort of meeting we might attend is an Information meeting.  We 
expect to learn something, to increase our knowledge. An Information 
meeting might be a training course, a corporate communication event, a 
presentation by a project team, or a report by the auditors.  The expected 
role of the majority of people in the room is to listen and ask questions 
of understanding.  It might be that we have an acknowledged expert, or 
expert team, presenting to the others, or we might have an information 
exchange, in which we each tell the others what we know on a particular 
subject.  It is very disappointing if we turn up expecting an Information 
meeting and then it turns out to be a Decision-type meeting endorsing 
decisions already made.  We will then want to prolong the discussions in 
order to learn something, and this will exasperate everyone else who 
wants to ‘get on with the business’.   
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A useful sequence might be Group Definition, then Information meeting, 
followed by Workshop, then Decision meeting.  It will be obvious that it is 
useful to separate the Information part, where we try to get our heads 
around the existing knowledge on the subject, from the Workshop part, 
where we generate something new from that basis. 
 
 
These are the main types of meeting I have found it useful to distinguish 
in my consulting work.  There are many others.  My message is that it is 
worthwhile to think clearly about purpose and to select an appropriate 
meeting type.  It is then possible to appreciate meetings in all their 
richness and variety.  It is only when we all turn up to the same meeting 
that we can be amazingly effective together. 

 
Summary of meeting types 
 
Meeting type  What it is Who is there  Successful outcome 
Group definition If you’re there, you 

belong;  if you’re 
not, you don’t 
 

Everyone who 
belongs 

We know who we 
are 

Workshop  Creates something People with the 
different capabilities 
needed for the task 
 

We create 
something 

Decision Meeting Moves action 
forward by making 
declarations 

Participants who 
hold each other 
accountable 

We know what each 
other is up for. We 
can communicate 
our joint decisions 

Information meeting Information is 
traded 

People with 
something to say, 
people who listen 
 

We learn something 

 
 
 


