
EFFECTIVE SALES MEETINGS
By

Charles Warner

There are three types of sales meetings: (a) informa​tion, (b) training, and (c) decision-making.  Do not try to mix the three.  Decision-making meetings can include planning, problem solving, and brainstorming.

The first canon of effec​tive meetings is that whoever runs the meeting comes to every meeting thorough​ly prepared, regard​less of the type (see the Rules for Effective Meetings begin​ning on page 4).  The second canon is to have an agenda.  If other people are required to prepare some​thing for the meeting, dis​trib​ute the agenda before​hand in order to give those who need to prepare enough time to do so, a minimum of two days before the meeting.  An agenda must contain a list of the items to be discussed, the time limits allowed for discus​sion of each item, and a time limit for the entire meeting.

 
Bring the published agenda to the meetings and stick to it.  If a topic is not finished in the allot​ted time, carry it over to the next sched​uled meet​ing.  Never run a sales meeting longer than an hour.  Do not call un​schedu​led meetings except in rare and dire emer​gen​cies.  Salespeople must be able to plan their days and weeks in advance and stick to their plans.  There​fore, meetings should be sched​uled at the same times every week.

The number of sales meetings per week should be based on salespeople's training needs.  For sales staffs that need a lot of training on product and clie​nt knowledge, on research, and on sales techniques, two or three brief (30 minute​s) early morning meetings a week might be necessary.  With an experi​enced staff, one informa​tion meeting a week, one training meeting every other week, and decision-making meetings as needed (never more than twice a month) will probably suffice. 
Information Meetings
Schedule information sales meetings on Monday or Tuesday morning at a convenient time that all the salespeople agree on (typically first thing in the morning).  Never sched​ule meetings on days or times that are convenient only for management, schedule them at times that are convenient for the majority of the sales staff.  
In the sales meeting go over informa​tion that is rele​vant to every​one: strategy (most important), pric​ing, compet​itive activity, and wins.  Keep this meeting to one hour maxi​mum and never discuss anything that is relevant to only one person.  The inviolable rule is to talk only about those things that are applica​ble to everyone.

Start meetings exactly on time.  Do not wait to begin meetings until everyone arrives, because by doing so, people are rewarded for being late.  Sales​people want tostart making calls by at least 9:30 a.m.  Let them!  
Plan the agenda for the meeting in advance and stick to it.  Keep idle chit chat or irrelevant gossip to a minimum, stick to the business on the agenda.  Remember, a good sales staff is being kept from making calls, so some​thing really impor​tant should be covered in every minute of every meeting. 

Always keep information meetings, in fact all meetings, upbeat and positive.  Never tell salespeople they are not meeting budgets, projections, or last year's numbers; they will hate the meetings and tune out.  Never single out any person for individu​al criticism or question​ing.  Singling out several people for compliments is fine, but not for negatives.  Salespeople want to be motivated by meetings, they want to make calls with new information that will help them sell and to feel posi​tive and enthusiastic.

Training Meetings
Have training meetings as often as they are needed, but never less than once a month.  Make sure sales​people under​stand how to position your product.  The training should help salespeople solve customer problems, give customers insights, and, especially, develop new business.  Google salespeople have five days of training a month (not full days) and have to pass a test on each training module.

Every six months have each salesperson give a presen​tation on your major competitors (and salespeople) as though they were selling for them.  Become media experts.  Also, become client experts.  Have guests come to your training meet​ings: Agencies, cli​ents, content partners, etc.  

In training meetings, conduct role-playing exercises on how to over​come object​ions, how to negotiate, how to position your product, and how to state benefits.  Use other role-playing techniques, too: give salespeo​ple sell​ing prob​lems to solve, pricing and inventory- control decisions to make, packaging exercises, negotiating situations to plan tactics for, etc. 

The majority of salespeople are bright and motivated to do well, so get their input on what training they think they need and on what marketing material they think they need.  Salespeople are often the best judges of what training, knowledge, and tools will help them sell more effec​tively.  When material is covered in train​ing meetings, it is good practice to follow up with quizzes.  Salespeople pay much more attention if they know they will be quizzed in some way on the material covered.  Make the quizzes fun and give small rewards for high scores.

Decision-Making Meetings
Decision-making meetings can be used to brainstorm ideas for prospecting, positioning, or creating or evaluating collateral material and marketing presentations.  Decision-making meetings can be a major motivating force in a sales department when salespeople participate in all major sales decisions and, therefore, become committed to consen​sus-based decisions. They become empow​ered. 

Brainstorm with clients, too.  An excellent way to reinforce your value proposition for clients is to have clients come to your offices and brainstorm with sales​people about ideas that will improve their business: copy ideas, promotions, positi​oning statements, and slogans, for exam​ple.

Closure and Follow-Up
It is vital that there is closure on every meeting—a summary of what was covered in the meeting, what was decided, and most important, who is responsible for doing what after the meeting.  Closure in a decision-making meeting is making the decision, or if a decision is impossible, then a time and place for the next meeting must be decided on.  One of the biggest problems with meetings is that there is too often no result, no outcome, no action plan –things are left hanging.  Wrap matters up.  Reach closure. 

Also, it is necessary to follow up meetings in writing with a note about: 1) What was decided, 2) Who does what (assignments), 3) Timetables and deadlines, 4)Whose responsibility it is to report on action, etc. (assignment owner).  These follow-up emails then must be put in a control, follow-up system, such as SalesForce, in order to ensure that appropriate action is taken in a timely manner.    

Share the Spotlight
Let salespeople share the spotlight with sales management as meeting leaders.  From time to time ask salespeople to be meeting leaders and decide on an agenda.  By getting salespeople involved, managers can evaluate how people manage meetings, how well organized they are, and, perhaps most important, what salespeople think is important to know or learn.  This is an excellent way to develop future managers from within your organization. 

Individual Meetings
In addition to department meetings, sales managers should meet individ​ually at the beginning of every week with each sales​per​son to go over his or her weekly plans.  The main purpose of this individual meeting is to review and coach salespeople on the strategy for each call.  The planner should include the calls the sales​people will make during the week and the objectives, strategy, and tactics for each call.  These planners become weekly activi​ty goals for the salespeople.  

Individual monthly goal-setting meetings and quarterly performance coaching meetings are also necessary as part of an overall performance coaching system.

Salespeople are motivated by informative, positive, concise, and well-organized meetings, both departmental and individual.  They are turned off and demotivated by sales managers who are disorganized, late to meetings, long-winded (disrespectful of salespeople's time), negative, pessimistic, critical, and non-support​ive.

Following are the rules for effective meetings – not neces​sar​ily sales meetings, but meetings in general – as suggested, in part, by Tropman (1980).
RULES FOR EFFECTIVE MEETINGS

1.
Agenda Integrity: All items on a meeting agenda should be discussed, and items not on the agenda should not be dis​cussed.  If agenda integrity is maintained, people will read and respect a meeting's agenda.

2.
Time Integrity: Begin on time and end on time – absolutely no exceptions. Forget about being polite – start on time even if it means starting alone.  End precisely on time, and always state in the agenda what the time frames are so everyone knows.  Also, time integrity means sticking to the time allotted to discuss items. If you can't get closure, table the item (put it aside) and go to the next item on the agenda.

3.
The Fraction Rules:

a.
The Rule of Halves: No item can be entered on the agenda unless is has been given to the person who schedules the agenda items one-half of the time between meetings.  This gives everyone enough time to plan and arrange agenda items and get them distributed in time for review, which is one of the most important ways to get intelligent participation in a meeting – making sure everyone has time to and is prepared for the meeting. 

b.
The Rule of Three Quarters: Agenda items should be distributed at the three-quarters point between meet​ings.  The agenda should be distributed with any mate​ri​al required for effective preparation (including min​utes of previous meetings, if minutes are involved).

c.
The Rule of Thirds: Break meetings up into three parts. In the first one-third, make announce​ments and get one or two moderately easy items out of the way to get the group in a pattern of successful accomplishment.  Schedule a moderately difficult item and the single most difficult and lengthy item in the middle third of the meeting (in this third of the meeting psychological focus, alertness, attention and attendance are all at their peaks).  If the meeting is to run longer than one-and-a-half hours, give partici​pants a brief break at the two-thirds point.  In the final third of the meeting schedule For-Discussion-Only (FDO) items and schedule the easiest item as the very last item on the agenda in order to end on a positive, successful note.

FDO items help release tensions and provide the oppor​tunity for the ventilation of feelings and discus​sion of political orientations and ramifica​tions.  Two tech​ni​ques to use during these discus​sions are the straw vote (an unofficial testing of the waters) and the in-principle notion (an agreement on a general orienta​tion or principle, not on specifics).

4.
Rules For a Meeting Head
a.
Plan the meeting properly (Fractions Rule).

b.
Insure agenda and temporal integrity.

c.
Facilitate and clarify discussion.

d.
Remain objective and impartial.

e.
Move the discussion along.

f.
Get closure on all items whenever possible.

g.
End on time.

5.
Rules About Food
a.
Allow coffee, no other food.

b.
Provide refreshments at break time.

c.
The less food, the more work that gets done.

d.
Use food as a reward, available only after, never during a meeting.

6.
Rules For Better Participation
a.
Emphasize the agenda.

b.
Focus on decisions to be reached or items to be clari​fied. Don't let people ramble or promote personal, individual ideas, issues, or problems.

c.
Keep discussion focused on the topic under consider​ation.

d.
Orchestrate comments for the support of sound ideas, not necessarily for the support of popular people.

e.
Keep an open mind; explore possibilities.

f.
Draw out silent members.

g.
Temper overbearing members' output.
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HOW TO LEAD A MEETING


by


Walter Kiechel III

Resist the impulse to control.  And if you're really serious, think about having somebody else conduct the discussion.
Could it be that the business community and the press have become a trifle grandiose, a bit messianic even, in their notion of what constitutes a leader? At the very least, he or she is supposed to have a clear‑cut vision of the future. Reaganesque commu​nications skills to rally others to that vision, and sincere personal concern for everyone involved. Ask the average corporate type for an example and he will probably cite some epic figure such as Lee Iacocca ("He saved Chrysler") or Jack Welch ("He turned GE around"). But why, the still, small voice of skepticism asks, doesn't any​one point to Fred or Frieda, down the hall or directing the local PTA, whose principal distinction consists of mastering that cru​cial but neglected managerial art—running a superb meeting?   

To tell how much of a leader your garden variety manager really is, just watch him head up a conclave. In his office, talking to a colleague or two, he may be Mr. Slick, but then who can't cut a deal one on one? It's in a meeting, with competing factions jockey​ing for advantage, blowhards wanting to drone on interminably, and the critical information often withheld by the stony and silent, that true leaderly moxie becomes ap​parent. Can he get all the different views out on the table, even – gulp – those that seem to threaten his own interests? Can he reconcile conflicting opinions and bring ev​eryone to agreement? Can he avoid boring everybody to death? 

Considering the dismal view most busi​ness people take of meetings, one would have to conclude that most managers come up short. Roger Mosvick, a professor of speech communications at Macalester Col​lege in St. Paul, wrote one of the best books on the subject – coyly titled We've Got to Start Meeting Like This! He notes the par​adox: "All the studies, including my own, indicate that managers live in a swirl of meetings. But even at some of the best‑run companies, they can't manage meetings. No one teaches them how." 

Herewith a little remedial education: En​lightened technique in this sphere begins at the stage where you're just thinking about whether to call a meeting. Ask yourself the question that will occur to everyone sum​moned to attend. Is this gathering really necessary? To decide the answer, you have to be clear about your purpose, for that will determine what kind of meeting, if any, you should have. 

Perhaps you feel the need to hold a classic put‑out‑the‑word type gathering, along the lines of "All right, you persons listen up--I'll take questions afterward." In most cases, resist the inclination. Unless you're faced with an emergency, where you sud​denly have to set legions marching, you probably have a better, less time‑consuming alternative. Your organization's uncon​scionably expensive electronic mail system, for example. Level with yourself: Are you serious about taking questions, or is this to be a half‑hour harangue that will satisfy your vanity, cover your bureaucratic be​hind – ja, ja, Herr Obergruppenfuhrer, I have thoroughly discussed the matter with my subordinates – but leave attendees in mind‑numbed passivity? Folks at the meet​ing will quickly divine your true purpose, even if you can't.   

Better reasons to meet: To solve a prob​lem or make a decision, when information on the matter at hand exists here and there throughout the organization and everyone will have to get behind the outcome.  Or to brainstorm, to get everybody's ideas out on the table without much concern at first about how good those ideas are.  When you convene the troops for one of these pur​poses, be sure to tell them why you are get​ting together. Beside knowing what to expect, they will know what to prepare.  You will of course be straight with them. If your mind is already made up on an issue, giving them a lot of phony managerial balo​ney about wanting their input will only make them less likely to support your deci​sion later on. 

Draw up an agenda and circulate it well in advance—two days beforehand, at a minimum.  Jerry Dibble, who heads the communica​tions program at Georgia State's business school, recommends allo​cating a given amount of time to each item—20 minutes to the first, ten to the second, and so on. This will indicate to par​ticipants the relative importance of each. With the agenda, circulate a list of who will attend. People will be curious – “ She's coming?" or "Them again? Uh oh" – and it may affect how they prepare. 

Then start pondering the so‑called hidden agendas that will be brought to the table.  As Professor Mary Munter of Dartmouth's Amos Tuck School points out, this is akin to the audience research you would do before giving a speech to a strange audience.  Who are these people?  What positions or interests do they repre​sent?  What will they be hoping to accom​plish?  Also give some thought to the behavior you can expect from each partici​pant, and take prophylac​tic action against potential problems.  Warn garrulous Geor​gette: "We have a lot to cover, so we're go​ing to try to keep remarks to a minute or less."  Encourage shy George: "The group would love to hear from you on this question. Do speak up." 

Say you are that rarest of managers: You're serious about wanting everyone's ideas, and about thrashing those ideas out in a no‑holds‑barred‑short‑of‑fouls discus​sion, because you believe that's how you'll arrive at the best solution. (Research on de​cision‑making supports you in that conclu​sion, by the way.)  You may then want to think about having somebody else actually chair the meeting. 

This possibility, eloquently advocated in the book How to Make Meetings Work by Michael Doyle and David Straw, proceeds from an interesting observation: Every meeting, the theory goes, has both content and process, both the substance of what is said and the conversational mechanics by which the talk proceeds. If you want to pay attention to the content, much less put in your own two cents, you may be too busy to worry about who should speak next or who hasn't spoken at all.  Besides, if you the boss are running the meeting, might you not be dangerously inclined to squelch the expression of views contrary to your own? 

Enter that thoroughly modern character, the facilitator.  He should run the discus​sion, holds the theory, leaving the manager free for heartfelt participation.  A good fa​cilitator –maybe an outside consultant or someone from the human resources depart​ment – will express no opinion on content, but will keep the group focused on the task at hand, maintain civility, and move the proceedings along.  Co‑author Straus, whose consulting firm helps organizations use this method of meeting, says that such companies as Ford, Du Pont, and Apple Computer have already seen the benefits of facilitated gatherings. Managerial cynics, on the other hand, would suggest that be​fore the idea gains wide currency, some​body is going to have to devise a better name for the f‑person. The Facilitator sounds too much like a touchy‑feely Arnold Schwarzenegger.   

Okay, audacious you decide to keep the reins yourself.  The appointed hour arrives. Begin the meeting with a bang, or, more precisely, with some version of what Pro​fessor Mosvick calls the chairperson's ori​entation speech.  In its full glory, this three-​to five‑minute set piece, which Mosvick ar​gues is the single most important act of a business meeting, covers the following: the goal of the meeting and the procedures to be followed; the history of the problem and its likely consequences; the range of possi​ble solutions and the constraints that any solution must fit; the tentative agenda – speak now to change it or hold your peace; and the appointment of a recorder.  Said re​corder, who in fact may have been desig​nated earlier, takes notes, in particular keeping track of what the group agrees on. 

After giving your little speech, set the discussion rolling. Then, for the rest of the meeting, say as little as you can while still discharging your duties as master of the revels. Listen intently.  Sit up and look di​rectly at whoever is speaking.  Remember that participants will take their cue on how to behave from you. 
When you occasionally intervene, do so to keep the discussion on track and as intelli​gent as possible.  Ask speakers to clarify murky assertions.  Watch out, Mosvick coun​sels, for logic‑shattering jumps in the discus​sion's level of abstraction: If someone weighs in with a sweeping generalization, encour​age people to examine it and its relevance to the question on the table.  If a speaker wan​ders off the subject, gently try to bring him back: "Gee, Bobo, I'm afraid I don't under​stand exactly how that relates to our embez​zlement problem. Can you explain?" Ask the smart but silent types what they think.

Beg, if you have to, for dissenting views, particularly for disagreement with your own magisterial opinions.  Here a touch of self‑deprecating managerial humor, along the lines of "Stop me before I kill again," can help a lot. The only kind of dissension not to be tolerated is a personal attack on one of the partici​pants.  As leader of the meeting, you must protect people--from being interrupted, from having their ideas made fun of, even from having their hierar​chical superiors say things like "What Doo​fus means is . . ." 

Shepherd the group toward some sort of conclusion, but don't let them rush to premature agreement before everybody has had his say. Offer encourag​ing words: "Boy, now we're really cook​ing." Whenever the group seems to have reached consensus on a point, summarize what you understand that consensus to be, and ask whether you've got it right. Ditto for the big conclusions finally reached to​ward the end.  Usually you don't have to take a vote or get some other form of for​mal ratification.  Instead try saying some​thing like, "We seem to have agreed on this, this, and this.  Is everybody on the bus?" Then look around to make sure all heads are nodding. 

Signs that you should bring the meeting to a close: All the agenda items have been covered; nobody has anything to fresh to say; people are becoming visibly impatient. In wrapping up, nail down specifically who will do what.  Confirm that a report of the meeting will be circulated, and that it will include those specific assignments.  Smile at the folks, thank them for their time and walk out of the room like the leader you have just proved yourself to be. 

�. This paper was originally written in 1996, so it is somewhat out of date. More recent research and practices have indicated that the most important single factor in making meetings effective is psychological safety. Meeting participants must feel that they can be candid, disagree respectfully with anyone, including the meeting leader.  Therefore, it is good practice to start meetings with an informal discussion about people’s lives, travels, and personal lives for no more than ten minutes in an hourly meeting.


     � This article appeared in the August 23, 1988 issue of Fortune magazine in the "Office Hours" section on pages 97 and 98.





1

