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Meetings Don’t Have to be Miserable! 

Planning to Improve Staff Engagement  

BY ROBYN KELTON 

NOT-SO-FUN FACT: 17% of employees would rather watch paint dry than attend a status meeting. 1 

If staff in your program are not jumping for joy when you announce an upcoming staff meeting, don’t 

worry—they are in good company. In fact, many of us would rather do just about anything else than sit 

in a meeting, often because we perceive the meetings we are required to attend as unproductive, 

irrelevant, and frustrating.2 It should come as no surprise then that many meeting attendees admit they 

don’t actively participate in required meetings. One study, for example, found that 73% of meeting 

attendees reported using meeting time to do unrelated work, and 90% reported daydreaming during 

meetings.2 Even more worrisome is that many meeting leaders seem to have opposite perspectives and 

report that the meetings they lead are very productive.3 This suggests a disconnect, where leaders 

overestimate the effectiveness of their meetings while attendees are scrolling on their phones and 

daydreaming about dinner.  

My colleague Wendy Connell and I 

recently created a new self-paced 

online module for leaders called, 

Communication in the Workplace: 

Crafting Connections, Managing 

Meetings, and Resolving Rifts. 

Along with exploring 

communication styles and conflict 

resolution, the module examines 

how to transform meeting dread 

into exciting and productive 

opportunities for staff to feel seen 

and heard. To do this, we share 

several strategies for leading more 

effective meetings. In doing so, we 

also address a few common 

meeting challenges and provide 

strategies to combat the issues. 

Below is one example of a common 

challenge with meetings, lack of 

engagement and some of the strategies we share in the module to increase staff investment and 

participation. 

https://mccormickcenterelearning.nl.edu/ets/store/item/?id=ea371875-4544-11ef-ac15-b1b411fa39de
https://mccormickcenterelearning.nl.edu/ets/store/item/?id=ea371875-4544-11ef-ac15-b1b411fa39de
https://mccormickcenterelearning.nl.edu/ets/store/item/?id=ea371875-4544-11ef-ac15-b1b411fa39de
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LACK OF ENGAGEMENT 

Both meeting attendees and leaders are frustrated by the lack of participation and engagement. 

Attendees don’t want to be lectured, and meeting leaders don’t want to stare out at a sea of people 

texting under the table or staring into the abyss. Below are four strategies to help leaders craft a 

meeting agenda that fosters participant engagement and sets the stage for effective and enjoyable 

meeting experiences.  

CRAFT AN AGENDA THAT FOSTERS ENGAGEMENT3 

1. Put staff to work on the agenda. Get staff invested in the meeting from the start by asking them 

to help you plan the meeting. As you begin to draft an agenda, email staff and ask them what 

topics they feel are important to discuss during the meeting. This communicates to staff that 

you value their input, provides insight into the areas they are worried or excited about, and 

helps make the best use of meeting time by focusing on topics relevant to those in attendance.  

 

2. Give staff pre-work. If you dream of the day when staff arrive at your meeting ready to engage, 

give them pre-meeting tasks, such as brainstorming ideas, reflecting on their thoughts, or 

researching answers. Let’s say, for example, you recently updated your program’s family 

handbook and want to ensure that staff read and understand the updated policies before they 

go into effect. Instead of reviewing each updated policy in detail during the meeting, send them 

to staff in advance for review. Use technology – such as email replies, a Doodle poll, a survey, or 

a shared Google doc –  to collect comments, questions, and concerns before the meeting. This 

approach serves multiple purposes: it allows staff adequate time to closely read and reflect on 

the policies themselves without the influence of groupthink, gives you a sense of staff’s 

thoughts and feelings, and helps you plan how to best use the meeting time to address 

questions or concerns that have been raised. Additionally, it frees up meeting time for deeper 

discussions around the policy. A bonus benefit to this strategy is that it provides the time and a 

comfortable space for shy or more introverted staff to share their opinions without the pressure 

of an audience.   

 

“The magic to a great meeting is all of the work that’s done beforehand.” ~Bill Russell  

 

3. Limit information overload. Meetings are social activities in which participants are invested and 

engaged with the content and everyone has a chance to have their thoughts heard. As you plan 

your agenda, remind yourself of the various memes and coffee mugs that say something like, “I 

survived another meeting that could have been an email.” Then, review your agenda items and 

note how many involve one or two people simply sharing information with the group compared 

to those that engage attendees in activities and discussions. If your meeting agenda includes a 

large portion of time when only one or two people are sharing information, it might be time to 

consider an email. Meetings offer a rare chance for staff to be together and it’s important for 

leaders to use that to their advantage.  Most of the time, you can disseminate important 
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information in advance of a meeting and then use 

the meeting time focus only on critical 

components and opportunities for active 

participation, like group dialogue, consensus 

voting, or action planning. This approach will help 

staff feel that their presence at meetings matter 

and that their time is not being wasted. 

 

4. Transform agenda items into problems to be 

solved.3,4 Who doesn’t love a good mystery to 

solve?! This is one of my favorite strategies to 

make meetings more effective and enjoyable 

because it taps into our natural tendency to enjoy 

problem-solving. To put this strategy into 

practice, simply reframe your agenda items as 

problems to be solved or complex questions to be 

answered. 

For example, imagine your program is preparing for upcoming family-teacher 

conferences and you want to make sure staff understand why conferences are a critical 

part of supporting young children’s learning and development. You also want to help 

them use conferences to forge stronger relationships with families.  

 

Rather than listing the agenda topic as Preparing for teacher-family conferences try 

reframing the topic into two questions for staff to ponder: 1) In what ways does having 

a dedicated time to speak with a child’s family one-on-one (as opposed to talking with 

families in-passing at pick-up or drop-off), help you better support that child’s growth 

and development? 2) If you only had 30 minutes for a staff meeting on the topic of 

family-teacher conferences, what would you say are the three most important topics to 

discuss? Why?  

Curiosity and problem-solving are great motivators for learning. By transforming agenda topics into 

questions, you’re likely to capture staff’s attention and capitalize on their natural tendency to want to 

solve things. 

Patrick Lencioni said, “The majority of meetings should be discussions that lead to decisions.” However, 

most of us never received formal training on conducting meetings. So, it is no surprise that many 

meetings cause frustration. Hopefully, the strategies listed above and the reflection questions below will 

help you leverage your planning efforts in ways that lead to more effective, efficient, and engaging 

meetings.  

For more strategies on making meetings a little less miserable, as well as other topics related to 

communication in the early childhood workplace, check out the Communication in the Workplace  

module or contact PAS.BAS@nl.edu to inquire about virtual or in-person training options.  

©Seth Phillips/Dude With Sign 1 

 

https://mccormickcenterelearning.nl.edu/ets/store/item/?id=ea371875-4544-11ef-ac15-b1b411fa39de
https://mccormickcenterelearning.nl.edu/ets/store/item/?id=ea371875-4544-11ef-ac15-b1b411fa39de
mailto:PAS.BAS@nl.edu
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Meeting Leader Reflection Questions 

Reflect on a Past Meeting 
 
Estimate what percentage of the meeting time was spent with only one or two people doing all the 
talking. _______%  

 
In hindsight, were there any agenda topics that could have been communicated via email, electronic 
messaging, or memo instead?  
 

 

 

 
 

 

Consider an Upcoming Meeting 

What do you want staff to come to the meeting prepared to discuss?  

 

 
 

 

Brainstorm ways to engage staff in meeting pre-work that would allow them to explore the topic on 

their own in advance and come to the meeting prepared to engage with the group. 

 

 
 

 

 

 

Select one meeting topic and practice writing the agenda item as a question to be answered or a 

problem to be solved. 

Meeting Topic:  

 

Reframed as a question to be answered: 

 
 

 

Reframed as a problem to be solved:  
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