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id you know that the aver-
age employee spends nearly
23 full days a year in meet-
ings - over 50% of which
are deemed “unproductive”
by attendees. Poorly-organised meetings are
wasting workers’ valuable time and money -
#541 billion globally in 2019.

With realistic and practical advice this book
shows how to reduce the amount of time peo-
ple spend in meetings and ensure that the ones
that they do attend or hold are genuine oppor-
tunities to collaborate and get things done.

Graham’s new book explains how to ensure
ameeting’s focus is on the outcome.

> Milestone: What motivated you to co-

write thebook? Why are meetings broken?

Graham Allcott: My company, Think Pro-
ductive, has spent well over a decade working
with some of the world’s leading companies
- from Disney to Amazon to Barclays to the
Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation - helping
teams with productivity, and in the last few
years, the problem of meetings is something
that seems to come up more than anything else.
Meetings are broken in two seemingly contra-
dictory ways: first, we just need to have fewer
meetings. People are overloaded with back to
back meetings all day, and are questioning the
need for all these meetings. Then the second
thing is that we need to make meetings actually
GOOD. We need to see meetings for what they
really are, which is one of the last spaces that
humans have to generously share our attention
with each other, and think collectively to solve
problems. But the problem with all of this is
about a lack of space - if everyone’s in back to
back meetings, then there isn’t the space to do
the planning needed to make the vital meet-
ings actually worthwhile, and there also isn’t
the space to have the perspective to say no to
unnecessary meetings, either. There are a few
books out there that say “get rid of all meetings”
and alot of books out there that say “here’s how
to chair a meeting well,” but what we’ve tried to
dointhisbookis solveitholistically - it’sabook
about cutting out meetings, so that we have
space for the remaining ones to be great.

> Is the book only aimed at working profes-
sionals?
I always write for working professionals, but
I guess there are plenty of other places in life
where a good meeting could be planned using
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these principles - volunteer projects that need
to organise teams, family reunions, religious
gatherings, local councils... But yes, the main
focus of the book is about how to help people
free up time and space for deep work and qual-
ity thinking, and also make their team meetings
or strategy days really count.

> Is it fair to say the book is about making
meetings shorter but more productive? Are
the methods suggested within based on sci-
ence/research/your own experiences?

A mixture, to be honest. There’s some sci-
ence in there around attention spans. Also, we
wanted to highlight the research around HiP-
PO’s. A HiPPO is the “highest paid person’s
opinion”: basically, people anchor their own
ideas or opinions to be quite closely aligned to
the founder or CEO or just highest paid person
in the room. And you can counter this by in-
viting others to speak first, or by asking every-
one to write down their votes on paper before
they’ve heard from that person, or discussing in
pairs. The key with a lot of these things is just
having that awareness of the dynamics, and
proactively planning to be better. There’s a lot
of practical examples too, as both my co-au-
thor Hayley Watts and I have been lucky over
the years to observe some very skilled facilita-
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tors in action, and we also did a lot of research
around good practices by people like Jeff Bezos
at Amazon. One of my favourites from him is
the “two pizza rule” - his principle is that you
should always keep meetings small to keep
them efficient, and basically if you’ve got more
people in the room than you can feed with two
large pizzas, you need to invite fewer people.
He also makes time at the start of the meeting
for silently reading through the papers togeth-
er - because if you don’t, you end up with a lot
of meetings where people are “winging it” but

have only skim-read the information. Far better
just make the first 20 minutes about making
sure everyone is informed enough to be able to
make good judgements.

> Many peopleIspeak to dread meetings, es-
pecially on Zoom. What three tips can you
give them to improve their experience?

1. Make sure everyone gets to speak EARLY.
The easiest way to do this is via an opening
round. Just ask everyone to say their name,
how they’re feeling in this moment and one
thing that’s going well. This is important as it
gets everyone engaged, it allows everyone to
mentally “arrive” and put their attention on
listening to each other, and it also “breaks the
seal” - let’s say someone has something impor-
tant but contentious to say later, they’re less
likely to hold it backifit’s not the first contribu-
tion they’re making. If they've spoken already,
they’ll feel more comfortable saying their piece.

2. The 40-20-40 rule: spend 40% of your time
and energy on planning the meeting, 20% on
the meeting itself, and then 40% on productive
follow-through. Great meetings are all about
great preparation and productive meetings are
about what happens afterwards, not during.

3. Nothing anyone can say in a meeting is as
interesting as a full bladder. @
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