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Case Study #5 
The Case of the Monumental Meetings  

 
 
The Situation 
 
The 16 senior executives of ABC Electronics Corp.1 met twice a week.  On 
Tuesday afternoon they met for a few hours for an informational discussion on 
topics of interest.  On Friday they met to make decisions.   
 
The Friday meetings, which almost always took the entire day, gave rise to 
universal frustration.  Arguments over issues would go on for hours, often without 
resolution.  Issues thought to have been decided in prior meetings would arise 
and be debated at length, as if the prior decision had never been made.  The 
CEO was discouraged because he couldn’t get the vice-presidents to make a 
decision.  They would argue until he got weary and ended the discussion by 
imposing his decision.  Everyone felt that the meetings were unproductive. 
 
 
The Goals 
 
The CEO engaged Frontier Associates, Inc. (FAI) to accomplish two primary 
goals.  First and foremost was to get the senior managers to efficiently make 
decisions and own them instead of always relying on the CEO.  The second was 
to make the Friday meetings more efficient and effective by radically reducing 
their duration and improving the quality of their results. 
 
 
Our Analysis 
 
To understand better what was going on in the meetings we conducted a 
confidential 1-on-1 interview with each of the senior executives.  Their universal 
discontent with the meetings was confirmed.  In addition we discovered that there 
was disagreement as to the purpose of the meeting.  Some of the vice-presidents 
expressed the belief that the purpose of the meeting was to debate the issues so 
that the president could make an informed decision.  One even said that when 
there appeared to be agreement he often took the devil’s advocate position, even 
though it was not consistent with his personal viewpoint, to make sure that all 
viewpoints were represented. 
 
Based on these interviews we concluded that the group lacked some key 
components for holding effective meetings: 
                                                           
1 Names have been changed to preserve anonymity. 
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 Explicit agreement as to the meeting’s purpose 
 Clear guidelines as to how the meeting would arrive at decisions 
 Effective processes for managing the meeting 

 
In addition, we found that the senior executives perceived that they were 
primarily accountable only for their individual departments, and that overall 
accountability for the company rested solely with the CEO. 
 
As a result of this analysis, we established the following approach for 
accomplishing the engagement goals: 

 Alter the senior executives’ perceptions so that they regarded 
themselves as being jointly accountable for the entire company. 

 Provide the senior executives with the concepts and skills for 
conducting effective meetings. 

 
 
The FAI Solution 
 
We reported a summary of our findings to the senior executive group.  Many 
were surprised to learn that there was lack of consensus on the purpose of the 
Friday meeting.  The CEO was astonished to discover that other executives 
viewed the meeting as a debating exercise to help him reach a good decision.  
Along with the existing frustration, these revelations established sufficient 
motivation for the group to act to improve the meeting. 
 
We then conducted a training for the executives in efficient meeting 
management2.  Some of the topics included the purpose of meetings, creating a 
purpose for a specific meeting, the roles of the various meeting participants, 
creating agendas, suggested guidelines for meeting management, and managing 
various meeting processes to efficiently arrive at meaningful decisions. 
 
At the first Friday meeting after the training, two agenda items were the main 
topics.  The first was a declaration that the senior executives as a group were 
accountable for everything that occurred at the company.  The CEO declared 
that while he remained accountable to the board, he would overrule a decision of 
the senior executive group only in extreme circumstances.  The topic sparked a 
lively discussion that resulted in unanimous passage of the declaration. 
 

                                                           
2 See the Effective Meetings Workshop and the Effective Meetings series of The Inquiry articles 
for some of the principles covered in the training. 
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The second main topic established the purpose of the Friday meeting and set 
meeting guidelines consistent with the declaration.  The executives decided that 
the purpose of the meeting was to “to uncover and resolve any impediments to 
fulfilling the company’s strategic plan.”  Here are some of the meeting guidelines 
they adopted: 

 The meeting would be scheduled for two hours and would start and 
end exactly on time, regardless of who was present. 

 The CEO would vote only in the event of a tie or, in extreme 
circumstances, to exercise a veto. 

 An absent senior executive could send his or her deputy, who could 
exercise the senior executive’s voting power.  All members agreed 
to be bound by the decisions of the group whether or not they were 
present. 

 All supporting material for an agenda item had to be distributed to 
all participants by end of day on the Monday prior to the meeting or 
the agenda item was removed from the draft agenda. 

 The meeting would be conducted under the assumption that all 
participants had read the supporting material.  No time would be 
taken during the meeting to repeat material previously distributed. 

 The group would aim for consensus decision in all cases.  Where 
consensus could not be reached, the participants would either use 
majority vote or the CEO would decide. 

 The Friday meeting would be used only for making decisions.  All 
background discussions would take place at other times. 

 The COO would play the role of meeting manager.  In that capacity, 
he would be accountable for ensuring that the agenda was fulfilled, 
and he would stay out of content discussion.   

 
For six months after the training an FAI consultant sat in on many of the Friday 
meetings to observe and provide coaching to the COO as meeting manager.  
Typically the consultant would simply observe the meetings and later e-mail 
observations and coaching to the COO. 
 
The Results 
 
The Friday meetings, which had typically lasted all day with an indefinite ending 
time, now could be relied on to last precisely two hours.  All participants said that 
the meetings were now highly productive and worth their time.  The CEO said 
that the vice-presidents were making decisions and holding themselves fully 
accountable for the activities of the company.  Five years later, despite an almost 
complete turnover in personnel, the meetings are still run with the same 
principles and produce the same high level of results. 
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Summary 
 
With proper training and coaching, meetings can be made highly productive and 
satisfying. 



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /SyntheticBoldness 1.00
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /Unknown

  /Description <<
    /ENU (Use these settings to create PDF documents with higher image resolution for high quality pre-press printing. The PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Reader 5.0 and later. These settings require font embedding.)
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f30019ad889e350cf5ea6753b50cf3092542b308030d730ea30d730ec30b9537052377528306e00200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /FRA <>
    /DEU <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


