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Meetings are events at which
minutes are kept — and
hours are lost! So saith the

cynic. And not without reason. But
this need not be and should not be,
for meetings, if properly organized,
prepared for, and conducted, can
accomplish a great deal, in a remark-
ably short period of time, and give
everyone adequate opportunity to
make appropriate contributions.

What makes a successful board
meeting? Here’s a summary of the
most important factors:

1. Strong Committees

Board meetings can’t be success-
ful unless board committees are
strong, with a history of bringing
their best efforts to every assign-
ment. Only then can board mem-
bers be confident that each com-
mittee has done its job thoroughly.

2. Pre-Education

Board meetings will be productive
only when all necessary pre-edu-
cational materials have been pro-
vided. In advance of the meeting,
board members must be furnished
with: minutes of all active commit-
tees, reports which will bear on
decisions the board must make,
minutes of the last board meeting,
current financial reports, the exec-
utive director’s statistical (“state of
the organization”) report, appropri-
ate memoranda, and so forth.
Board members should be expected
to review these materials thoroughly
before the meeting.

3. Leadership from the Chair

For a board meeting to be suc-
cessful there must be good leader-
ship from the chair. This is not to
recommend authoritarian heavy-
handedness, but it is to remind
those who chair board meetings of
their obligation to keep things
moving. When wheels begin to
spin, it’s the chair who must get
the meeting back on track.

4. The Agenda

How an agenda is planned also
plays a vital role. Typically, the
board-meeting agenda should be
planned jointly by the executive
director and board president.

In developing the agenda, it’s the
president’s responsibility to be in
touch with each committee chair
beforehand in order to know each
committee’s needs at the meeting.
Committees having only progress
to report should circulate their
minutes with the call to the meet-
ing. When a committee has a rec-
ommendation requiring board
action — or a committee wishes to
use the full board as a forum —
then, if the committee’s minutes
don’t adequately pre-educate the
board, the committee chair should
send out a memo to let board
members know what they’ll be
dealing with at the meeting.

5. Group Dynamics

In organizing any agenda, pay
attention to group dynamics. For

example, never begin a meeting with
an issue known to be controver-
sial. The best of boards or commit-
tees can have a heated discussion
on occasion, and it’s best not to
begin any meeting on such a footing.

Conversely, never end a meeting
with a potentially controversial
issue. Whenever possible, end meet-
ings in discussions of matters on
which there’s likely to be unanimity.
Let participants depart feeling
good about the organization.

If there are several controversial
issues to be dealt with, place them
in the central part of the agenda.
Separate them by one or two
issues of lesser import to let par-
ticipants catch their breath before
moving once more into deeper
waters.

Put Your Time to Good Use

Remember these principles when
you plan your next board meeting.
Carefully applied, they’ll keep you
and the rest of your board from
losing hours that could be put to
better use.
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