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Three Key Learning Points
• Understand why planning for your project is so important
…and similarly, why planning for a high quality meeting is so important
• Understand how to prepare for and facilitate project planning meetings
• Understand the impacts of culture on team dynamics
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What this talk is based on
• Primarily based on large project team meetings that the presenters have
•
•
•
•

facilitated both domestically and internationally
We also talk about the somewhat less momentous if no less important lessons
learned and status meetings. (time-permitting)
Much of
of this
this talk
talk is
is distilled
distilled (shameless
(shameless plug!)
plug!) from
from our
our new
new book,
book, “Sex,
“How Drugs
To
Much
Facilitate
Planning
and
Rock Productive
‘n Roll: OurProject
Lives as
the FifthMeetings”
and Sixth Beatles”.
It is also based on our own – and others’ – “war stories,” aka dispatches from
the field
Assumption in this presentation is of a waterfall project kickoff meeting. We’ll
briefly touch upon large Agile meetings as well

All definitions, unless otherwise noted, are based on the Project Management Body of Knowledge (PMBOK),
Sixth Edition, © 2017 Project Management Institute.
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We don’t need no stinking planning (or do we?)
• The PMBOK® Guide Sixth Edition utilizes 49 processes that can be used to

run a traditional or plan-driven project
• Of those 49 processes, fully 24 (just about half!) are specifically in planning,
e.g., Create WBS, Develop Schedule, etc.
• The presenters believe that PMI is sending practitioners and PMP candidates
a message…
• Fail to plan, plan to fail
• Measure twice, cut once
• Plans are worthless, but planning is everything
• Insert your own cliché here

Source: Project Management Body of Knowledge, Sixth Edition, p 25.

4

Planning for Meetings, Planning for Projects
• We’re talking about both!

Plan

Plan

Plan

Plan
Plan
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Effects of no planning
Without planning, projects suffer from:
• Lack of strategic alignment
• Cost, quality, and time-constraint issues and
•
•
•
•
•

scope creep
Lack of stakeholder commitment and resources
Inefficient use of resources
Frustration and morale issues amongst team
members
Communication issues
Increased risk (mainly threats, of course)

.Planning cannot be avoided. If you do not do it prior to the project you will have to stop and do it during execution
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What entices you to attend a meeting?
Ask yourself: Besides really great snacks, what entices you
to attend a meeting (as a team member, not as the project
manager)?
• You want to contribute
• You want to make sure a key point is made
• You want to express a creative idea
• You want to get clarity on what you should be doing now
• You know you need to be ‘in the room where it happens’
• You want to be updated on the project’s progress
• You are intensely invested in the outcome of the project
Think about these enticements from a meeting planner perspective. If you understand the team’s motivation
for attending, you’ll get more productive use out of the participants
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Being a brief digression on the importance of
stakeholders
• In real estate, they say there are three important things – location,

location, location
• In project management, we might humbly say it’s stakeholders,
stakeholders, stakeholders
• Let’s first define what a stakeholder is: Any individual, group, or
organization that can affect, be affected by, or perceive itself to be affected
by an initiative (program, project, activity, or risk).
• Great! This means they can help you OR

• Ouch! This means they can hurt you

Involve stakeholders early and often and keep them engaged throughout the meeting and project
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So what makes a good meeting?
It’s about energy

energy
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General Tips for Successful Meetings
• Spend time preparing and evaluating meetings so that you can

make them effective in advance (not in a real-time, reactive mode)
• Ensure that you’re aware of the energy level of the meeting attendees

and adjust accordingly (frequent breaks, amount of animation needed).
• Decide on your own role: are you the facilitator? This is a natural role

for the project manager, but no law states that it must be you.
• Start the meeting by focusing on relationships – create a ritual in

which it’s natural for you to spend just a little time reviewing the
previous meeting.

• Allow each topic owner to indicate the desired outcome of their

subject, how long they think they need, and what success looks like
from their perspective.
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Be culturally aware

“When Cultures Collide”
Richard Lewis
Nicholas Brealey Publishing

• When in Rome …
Don’t be this guy!
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Preparing for the planning meeting
• Have an agenda
• Make it tight time-wise but don’t be slavish to it. Let people know that if they go overtime on
any given item, it’s time taken away from something else
• Plan for two full days*
• Unless your project is really small, it takes time to introduce people, surface issues, discuss
them, draw on the board, etc.
• Set expectations
• Attendees are your stakeholders and stakeholders hate surprises. Make sure they know
exactly what purpose this meeting serves
• Detect and deal with hidden agendas
• Not all agendas are printed out. Someone may harbor distaste for you or your project. Make
sure your sponsor is aware
*Three days even if you want to do some team-building exercise on Day One
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Preparing for the planning meeting (cont.)
• Hold a preliminary phone call (or two)
• People need to talk about what’s going on before they get into the big meeting
• Assign pre-work as necessary
• You may want to have different functional groups provide their own project insight
• Make sure all your technology works
• The last thing you want to do is go to a meeting and have people spending time fixing the
wireless mouse

• Decide where to hold the meeting
• A hotel is ideal as it gets everyone away from the office so they can focus
• Expect resistance
• Have a checklist
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A partial checklist
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Artifacts
• If your only purpose in having a kick-off meeting was to establish bonds with

the team, that would be great
• But this meeting is a working session and so you should have established a
minimal set of artifacts you want to produce
• In our considered opinion, in a two-day session you can typically create
several artifacts, namely:
• Work breakdown structures for each function

• A draft schedule
• A high-level risk register
• A RACI chart
• A list of issues and action items

http://mavenhousepress.com/our-books/project-meetings/

Mesopotamian RACI
Matrix, Circa 3000 BCE
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Facilitation – Another brief digression
• Facilitation is, yes, meeting management. But it’s actually more than that
• It is the ability to effectively guide a group event to a successful decision, solution

or conclusion.
• A facilitator ensures that
• There is effective participation

• Participants achieve a mutual understanding
• All contributions are considered
• Conclusions or results have full buy-in according to the decision process established for the

project
• Actions and agreements achieved are appropriately dealt with afterward

Is this you? If not, get thee to an experienced facilitator
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The Zen of Facilitation
• Begin with the end in mind

• Have a timekeeper. Meetings are like sharks – they must move forward or
•
•

•
•

•
•

•

they die. Also, they have not evolved much over the eons.
Set expectations – stakeholders hate surprises
Set ground rules
Oh,
Be large and in charge
Behave!
Don’t worry about being liked
Be a good listener
Watch body language
Take long, unproductive conversations off-line
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And now a word from your sponsor
Ideally your sponsor should not only be at the meeting but should also:
• State (or re-state) the purpose of the session
• Explain the process

• Empower the project manager
• Provide an overview of the project

• Introduce the facilitator
• Establish and enforce ground rules

• Answer questions
• Review success factors
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Meeting Goblins

20
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Incredibly Brief Summary of Day One
• Have each functional team present its perspective on the project
• Start recording issues and risks on a flip chart because they will start flying at
•

•

•
•

you
Introduce the WBS concept
Have each team work on their WBS’s using Post-it Notes. Walk around and
help facilitate, all the while recording action items, risks and potential offline
discussion items
If teams finish early, let them work on something else. As likely as not, they’ll
go off in a corner and discuss some pressing item
At the end of the day, have the team go out to that fun thing that you planned.
You did plan one, yes?

https://www.workamajig.com/blog/guide-to-work-breakdown-structures-wbs
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Sample Work Breakdown Structure
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Day Two – The wind-down
• Start putting your schedule together from the Post-it Notes if
•

•
•

•

you haven’t already.
Move around the room with your laptop, visiting different
groups to make sure you have captured activities,
dependencies and durations
You are not looking for perfection here. Drafts are fine
Get going on a risk register and RACI. By now you should
not only know who’s doing what but should also have quite
the list of risks. Get people who are done with the WBS to
start prioritizing the risks
Rome wasn’t built in a day. Don’t expect to leave the
meeting with a perfect anything
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Ideas for hybrid (virtual/in-person meetings)
• See each other. Our brains crave visual connection
• Webcams, Skype, WebEx, etc.
• Hear each other
• Don’t necessarily mute remote attendees

• Monitor the speakerphone
• Use chat proactively
• Use whiteboards, screen sharing
• Upload files in advance

Ideas courtesy of Wayne Turmel
Writer, speaker, not a bad guy
once you get to know him
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About Status and other Meetings
Don’t take status meetings for granted. They are absolutely necessary and not
everybody is good at facilitating them
• How often should you meet?
• Agenda? – Yes, yes, and yes

• Attendance matters
• Manage the meeting
• You need a timekeeper
• Meeting minutes are crucial
• Action items ditto
• Review the schedule and risk register
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Lessons Learned Meetings
It should be mandatory at the end of every project (and phase) to run a lessons
learned session. These are important for continuous improvement.
• Meet as soon as possible after the phase or closing
• Keep it short – 1 to 2 hours
• Solicit pre-meeting input (can be anonymous)
• Set the tone (not a finger-pointing exercise)
• Work the issue not the person
• Three questions
• What went well
• What didn’t

• What can we do differently next time

Essentially the same questions we ask in a
sprint retrospective
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What about Agile?
• Agile is a different beast and they don’t use fancy terms like “project

manager” or “Gantt chart”
• This is not to say, however, that Agile projects cannot benefit from a
two-day meeting
• In fact, there is a framework called the Scaled Agile Framework
(SAFe).It promotes alignment, collaboration, and delivery across
large numbers of agile teams.
• It was developed, by and for practitioners, by leveraging three
primary bodies of knowledge: agile software development, lean
product development, and systems thinking
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SAFe Planning Meetings
• Program Increment (PI) planning is a face-to-

face event that aligns the various Agile teams
with a shared vision and mission
• The planning meeting is typically two days long
and is facilitated by the Release Train Engineer ,
a coach of coaches who encourages
cooperation.
• Business context and vision are presented,
followed by team planning breakouts.
Essentially each team is a scrum team with its
own scrum master and product owner
https://www.scaledagileframework.com/agile-release-train/
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Summary of key points
• Planning cannot be avoided. If you do not do it prior to the project you will
•
•

•
•
•
•

have to stop and do it during execution
Involve stakeholders early and often and keep them engaged throughout the
meeting and project
Action items without due dates are meaningless
Make sure the purpose of the meeting is stated and understood
Always have an agenda
Be in tune with the room
Make and communicate key decisions
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Summary of key points
• Don’t lose your composure. When someone else gets hot, stay cool

• Preparation is half the battle
• Be in charge. The team is looking to you for leadership

• To stay focused, keep your meeting goal in mind
• Make sure shy and introverted people have a role. And a say

• Be socially and culturally aware
• Publish meeting minutes with action items.

• If you’re not willing to follow up and really press people, don’t bother having

the meeting in the first place!
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Some final tips all in one place

Courtesy: Stéphane HERVOUET
PfMP, PMP, ACP, ITIL Expert ,L6σGB
Quality Manager EDF, France

Use ice breakers!
https://www.scienceofpeople.com/meeting-icebreakers/
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Questions?
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Three Key Learning Points: Did We Get There?
• Understand why planning for your project is so important
• …and similarly, why planning for a high quality meeting is so important
• Understand how to prepare for and facilitate project planning meetings
• Understand the impacts of culture on team dynamics
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