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Foreword

Over a lifetime of starting up and running large progressive organisations 
I’ve spent more time than most thrashing things out; but it’s still mildly 
shocking to realise that I’ve probably spent about six years’ worth of 
working weeks sitting in meetings. Six years! 

The problem is, those organisations wouldn’t have been started, and 
wouldn’t have run well, if I hadn’t had those meetings. 

Knowing what I know now I can see there were some I could have 
skipped, and many that could have been run more efficiently, but I can’t 
see any way that I could have got those things done without working 
through issues, and keeping people in the picture, and coordinating 
activities, and all the other things that meetings do. 

Meetings! Don’t like living with them, can’t work without them. 

So here is what I know about how to make meetings work for you. I 
hope it can help you keep your own group together, motivated, and 
focused on your mission until you reach your own Meeting Nirvana. 

 
Dr Rhonda Galbally AO 
Chief Executive Officer
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1. Introduction: Why Meetings?

Charles Lindbergh became famous around the world in 1927 after 
touching down in Paris in his airplane, The Spirit of St. Louis, and 
the story is that as the streets of New York heaved with hysterical 
crowds celebrating the triumph, a secretary burst into the office of a 

 

The tycoon looked up. 

“Miss Brough, all by himself, alone, a man can do anything. Come and tell 
me that a committee

There’s no doubt about it, committees have had a bad press. But we 
can’t do without them. People have to work together, and this has 
to be organised, and after a while most ways of organising it tend to 
converge on much the same sort of thing: a board, or a committee 

 
it needs to meet.

Those meetings can be good or bad. That is what this book is about.   

The ideal meeting: 

1. Everyone arrives five minutes early, and the meeting starts on time. 

2. Everyone has made a thorough reading of the meeting agenda and 
has already clarified any technical points they don’t understand. 

3. The agenda is well structured and perfectly balanced with just 
enough information to make it informative but not so much that it 
takes a long time to read or is hard to follow. Items are presented 
in logical order. 

4. The Chair is well acquainted with meeting rules and politely 
ensures all participants abide by them, ensuring the meeting 
bubbles along smoothly. 

5. Other participants are similarly well acquainted with the rules and 
are respectful of the Chair’s authority. 
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6. All participants make a contribution and no one person dominates 
the debate. Debates are conducted courteously. 

7. Participants speak only about issues to which they have something 
to contribute. They refrain from bringing in irrelevant information 
or repeating ideas already raised by others. Their contributions are 

8. Participants are satisfied that their views have been heard and are 

9. All participants are clear what their responsibilities will be and what 
actions they need to carry out before the next meeting. 

10. The meeting finishes on time (or early!).

 
All these are good things. None of them happens automatically. 

organisation, one that has its priorities and its policies and its 
procedures settled and accepted ahead of time. 

If the meeting isn’t working, that’s almost always a symptom of deeper 
problems in the organisation. You need to go back and fix them. 

For everything else, you have this book to help.

We’ve divided the book into sections to make it easier for you to find 
the information you need when you need it, but ideally, each person 
involved in your group’s meetings should be across every section we 
cover here. The Chair should know what the Secretary’s responsibilities 
are; each general meeting participant should know where the Chair’s 
responsibilities lie.

While in many places we refer in this book to board meetings, in reality 
all of this information is equally true of whatever type of meeting you 
are running.

Remember too that the advice we give here should not be treated as 
Gospel. Ultimately, it’s up to your own group to work out its own way 
of operating. 
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2. Names

In the community sector the same thing may have many different 
names, and some names may apply to many different things.  
To simplify matters a little, we’ve settled on using one name  
throughout. So in this book: 

Board means the governing 

organisation, community 

covers

 
 

 
   Management

Board member means a member of a 

covers

 
 

Chair 
 
 

means the board’s head 
person or the person in 
charge of the meeting 

 
 
 

Chief 
Executive 
Officer (CEO)

means the (paid) 
head manager of the 

 
 

   Officers  

Community 
group

 
 

   companies  

  
More definitions for terms used in this book are provided as  
Appendix 1.
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