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Running Effective Practice Meetings

Most GPs abhor meetings, which is probably why they studiously avoid them wherever possible!  Yet they remain necessary for the efficient conduct of the business of general practice. The frustration of the unconstructive meeting is not one confined to general practice – it applies in almost any walk of business or social life. Yet it need not be so.

One eight-partner practice that asked me to help them with their communication and decision-making processes, had no meetings at all, because they had all become so frustrated with them!

The business of running what for many practices is a multi million pound entity, in a changing environment, really needs to have some formal process to conduct its decision-making.  The frequency and timing of the meetings will be for each practice to decide but they will need to address 

· Immediate, emerging and short term issues 

· Business and financial issues

· Longer term practice and personal direction

For meetings to be successful they need to pass the following tests

· A real need for a meeting in the first place

Don’t have a meeting on a Monday “because we always have a meeting on a Monday”.  Demand an answer to the question “what is the benefit of this meeting?  Is there another way of dealing with the issues we discuss?”

Can someone be delegated to make the decisions or convey the information you have traditionally convened a meeting for?

· An Effective Chairman

Who should be chairman? Senior partner, junior partner, partner with the best chairmanship skills, Practice Manager. Or do you just muddle through?  The Partners must decide of course and must recognise that if they delegate the responsibility to the Practice Manager, it needs a special person to be successful.  The Partners are both asking their employee to control them (which many may find difficult to do well) and often also asking her or him to take a note of the decisions, and then take action on those decisions. 

Being a good chairman is an important role, think about funding some training for those interested in being the chairman.

· An agreed agenda

Try not to just “turn up” and discuss whatever someone throws at you!  Try to have had time to have given some prior consideration to the issues, draw up an agenda listing the topics to be covered, and ensure that all participants are given the agenda in good time (at least a couple of days) before the meeting

· Agreed and acted upon “rules of behaviour”

Nothing is designed to frustrate participants more than someone regularly turning up late, or someone not contributing, or going off in a different direction altogether after you have all agreed on one course of action.  Everyone should play by the rules!

· Starting and finishing on time

Always start the meeting at the agreed time even if everyone is not there.  It is amazing how people will be on time if the meeting starts promptly.  And finish at the agreed time too even if there is outstanding business (which should be carried forward onto the agenda for the next meeting)

· Good notes of the outcome of the meeting

There is no need to write “hours” of meetings – minutes are much better or even just “bullet points” of principal decisions and indicate in the notes the name of the person who agreed to take any action

· A good environment

Not every practice has the luxury of the ideal environment, but does the meeting have to be in the surgery?   Make sure everyone can see all the other participants, and if possible that the room is well aired, with access to refreshments

· Everyone contributing

Not everyone feels able actively to contribute to discussions.  Some are quieter than others, some very quiet.  But because they are quiet it does not mean that they have nothing to offer – some people need to be encouraged or “legitimised” to speak.  A good chairman will ensure that everyone contributes in equal measure

· A mechanism for reviewing the need for and the effectiveness of your meetings, on a continuing basis

Have an agenda item from time to time, which prompts you to discuss the efficiency of your meetings. Be honest and share your thoughts.  Only by doing this regularly will you be able to review and improve your processes

Meetings can also provide a useful background for teambuilding and communication because they can: -

· Provide individuals with the chance to be seen and heard

· Create involvement with others

· Be useful social gatherings

· Broaden experience

· Help share the load

· Understand how others are coping

In our changing world the need to give time to this last point should not be underestimated.

P.S. A useful quick guide to effective meetings -  “Managing Meetings” By Tim Hindle, published by Dorling Kindersley Ltd. 9 Henrietta Street, London WC2E 8PS  http://www.dk.com
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