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Chapter 1

The best business case you never made
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	Actions – put together a business case for improving meetings in your organization
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	Target – raise your own and your organization’s awareness of the cost of meetings and the opportunity to improve








 

 

As we have already seen in the Preface, the total cost of meetings to organizations in general is huge.

However, in building a business case and being credible in proposing change, we need to be specific about the impact on our own organization. While many people think they attend too many meetings, the total cost of these meetings is often hidden in individual budgets and the salaries and expense budgets of those who attend.

It is tempting to jump right in and try to improve your meetings but we have found it to be essential to put together a proper business case for four key reasons:

	1.	The numbers are usually startling and this can help build the energy and the desire to change


	2.	It requires quite significant effort to change our culture around meetings. We are not going to achieve this just by running a few meetings training sessions, so we need to build a proper business foundation for the investment and effort involved


	3.	If we are going to get priority for this initiative, we need to be able to see a significant payback. Think of this project as similar in scale and return to opening a new office, launching a significant new product or service, or massively improving the performance of a factory. Imagine yourself pitching for investment at this level


	4.	Any quality improvement exercise should start with a measure. Start by calculating the cost and quality of your meetings and raising awareness with your colleagues. This will also give you a “before” measure against which to evaluate the success of your changes


 

Luckily this information about meetings is not hard to find.

The costs of meetings fall into two categories: direct costs and consequent costs.

For the purposes of this book we will define “meetings” as including more than two people either face to face or through technology – conference call, video, or web meeting. We exclude one-to-one meetings as many of the principles later in the book will not apply to these conversations.

In this chapter, we will use examples at an organizational level; you can also take these principles to put together a business case just for your own meeting or at a departmental level.

Direct costs

Direct costs include:

 

•The salary costs of attendees
•The salary costs of preparation and travel
•The expenses involved in running the meeting
 

These are relatively easy to find.

1. Salary costs of attendees

First, find the number of people in your organization who are regularly attending meetings. Most people attend some meetings, but the real problems and opportunities for improvement are likely to be among your managerial and professional populations. This will often be the top 10–15 percent of people in your organization (depending on your industry and business).

Almost everyone attends some meetings but you will get most benefit by keeping it simple and focused on this more senior group. They are also the people who drive the meetings attended by most of the rest. If you can change the way they work the approach will trickle down as they realize the benefits and change their behaviors around meetings. This way you will influence everyone else too.

Second, calculate the average cost of these people. Your payroll or HR people will have this information.

We know from our own research that the average cost of employment (salary, social charges, and other direct costs of employment) of a manager or professional person in Europe or the USA is about $100,000 (at 2017 rates). It is worth finding out the actual figure for your business – for several of our clients’ their corporate average for these populations has been above $200,000.

Third, ask your people two simple questions:

 

Think about the meetings you attend where there are more than two people present – whether that is face to face or virtual (audio, video, or web meetings).

1. How much of your time on average do you spend in these meetings?

2. Of that time, what percentage of the meeting is relevant to you – that is, you need to be there to do your job?

 

Our survey of over 4,000 people working in complex organizations tells us that the average is 40 percent of time in meetings and only 50 percent of that time is relevant.

Other sources confirm this as being in the right ballpark.

 

•A Harvard Business Review article in 2014, “Your Scarcest Resource,” found that on average senior executives spent more than two days per week in meetings. Fifteen percent of an organization’s collective time is spent in meetings, a percentage that has increased every year since 2008
•The Wall Street Journal found that senior executives were spending 40 percent of a 55-hour work week in meetings and calls
•A 2005 Microsoft survey found that 69 percent of people feel meetings aren’t productive
•Studies by Atlassian found that employees considered 50 percent of the time they spent in meetings was wasted
 

With a group of individuals, you will find a very wide range of answers to the first question with some people claiming 10 percent or less of their time is spent in meetings and others, particularly middle or senior managers, spending over 80 percent of their time there.

The answer to the second question generally depends on the answer to the first. People who have very few meetings usually think they are very relevant; people who have a lot of meetings usually think that relevance is lower.

The problem is usually greater at senior levels where the costs are significantly higher, they attend more meetings, and the relevance is lower.

You can do this easily through an online survey or through interviews or focus groups. If you need support with this or putting together your business case, we have existing formats and surveys available and offer consulting in this area. You will find our contact details at the end of this book.

 

Worked example

•A client of ours with 50,000 employees found 7,000 of these were regularly involved in meetings
•The average salary cost of these individuals was $100,000 per year
•They spent on average 46 percent of their time in meetings and only 48 percent of the content was relevant. This meant that 24 percent of their time was spent in unnecessary meetings
Taking these points together, this meant that the salary cost of unnecessary meeting attendance alone each year was $168 million per year.

If that figure looks far too high to you, do the analysis for your own organization; most people are surprised the first time they calculate this largely hidden cost.

2. Salary costs of preparation and travel

A 2014 Harvard Business Review article analyzed how much time was spent supporting a weekly executive committee meeting.

 

•The weekly executive committee meeting directly consumed 7,000 hours of executive time per year, already a lot
•To prepare for this the 11 attendees each held (level 1) preparation meetings consuming another 20,000 hours
•To prepare for these the attendees also called their own (level 2) preparation meetings in turn
•In total the single executive committee meeting consumed 300,000 hours of work every year
Source: Michael C. Mankins, “This Weekly Meeting Took Up 300,000 Hours a Year,” HBR, 2014

 

If we apply our average cost of $100,000 per person per year to these figures, then this one meeting is generating $15 million per year of preparation cost.

In this case the amount of time spent on preparation was over 40 times the time spent in the meetings.

We did a similar exercise with a famously micromanaging CEO of a financial services organization. His weekly meetings asked inappropriately detailed questions of senior leaders, expecting them to know what every office had sold the previous week. We calculated that over 10,000 people had to submit at least some input to make sure all the business heads were (over) prepared, every week.

You can get this information by using surveys, focus groups, and interviews with people who attend meetings to look at how they and their people prepare.

If you choose a high-profile meeting like an executive committee, regional leadership team, or global marketing or other functional group you will start to see some very large figures.

If you want a very rough and very conservative assumption for your business case, you can assume that the cost of preparation is at the very least the same as the cost of the salary of people attending. This is likely to significantly undervalue the real cost of preparation but stops people claiming that you are over-estimating the costs.

If you have accurate data from your own survey, interviews, or focus groups, of course, then include this instead.

Travel time is a major source of cost for international meetings. It can take a whole day to fly to attend even a short meeting. For transatlantic meetings, you often waste a day getting there and maybe even a day getting back depending on the time zones. If this is your reality, do not forget to include some estimate of the time for this in your business case.

Even a short amount of travel can quickly add up. For anyone spending 30 minutes to travel to a one-hour meeting, the round-trip travel takes as long as the meeting.

Of course, we have many more opportunities to meet virtually these days and these tools can significantly reduce travel time.

3. Expenses involved in running the meeting

This is an important category and, particularly for international businesses, can be nearly as expensive as the cost of wasted time.

This will normally include:

 

•The costs of providing space or renting a meeting room
•Attendance expenses – including travel, accommodation, and meals
 

You should be able to get this information from your finance department or from looking at your own budgets. If you can halve the frequency of your meetings you can make a significant impact on this spend.

The cost of one person attending a two-day meeting that needs a transatlantic business-class flight plus ground transportation, hotels, and meals can easily exceed $10,000.

When you put together the direct costs of salary, preparation, and expenses, you normally have all the justification you need to invest in the change.

The client in our worked example with 7,000 regular meeting attendees estimated their cost of unnecessary meetings at:

 

•Salary costs – $168 million
•Preparation – $168 million
•Expenses – $50 million
 

Total direct costs = $386 million per year.

There is no doubt that the availability of relatively inexpensive video and web conferencing gives us a great opportunity to reduce the cost of travel and expenses in conducting virtual meetings relative to face-to-face meetings.

However, it also seems that as people find it easier to meet virtually and the cost of these meetings reduces, they are meeting more often. It would be a shame if the time saved on travel to meetings was just wasted on more unnecessary ones.

You will notice that, so far, we have just focused on the cost of entirely unnecessary meetings in this chapter. In Part 2 we will identify three simple steps you can take to kill unnecessary meetings and topics and cut out unnecessary participants.

After we have done that we will still be left with the half of meetings that do need to happen, but which are also often badly run. They cost as much again as these figures above. If we can make a 10 percent improvement (easily achievable) in these meetings, we have a whole additional business case we can make there. Parts 3 and 4 will help you design and run your necessary meetings better.

Consequent costs

In addition to these direct costs, meetings generate some consequent costs too. These are harder to quantify but if you want to be very rigorous about your business case you could also include consequent costs such as:

 

•Lost productivity: if these valuable people were not attending unnecessary meetings, what more useful outputs could they be providing? Assuming that people are employed because they are worth at least their salary, then the opportunity cost should be at least the cost of attending the unnecessary meeting
•Too much internal focus: meetings usually focus on internal issues and can take away from time dealing with the outside world – particularly in sales roles. If performance slips we can create a “circle of doom” with more and more internal meetings to review progress leaving even less time to perform
•Delays to delivery: when people are sitting in unnecessary meetings, they are not doing work to complete their activities. An 18-month project with a day per week of unnecessary meetings can easily take three or four months longer than it needed to
•Slow decision-making: a consequence of too many meetings and too many people involved is that decisions can become slow and ineffective. The cost of delays to new products, efficiency improvements, or projects can be very significant. If poor quality meetings delay the implementation of a project with $1 million in savings per year, the cost of delay is nearly $3,000 per day
•Ineffective collaboration: meetings are where collaboration happens in complex organizations; if our meetings are ineffective this will tend to slow down and reduce the quality of our collaboration
•People hate boring meetings: people nearly always claim they are too busy and yet they still have time to spend a day per week attending unnecessary meetings. Think of the impact on engagement of giving people back a day per week of their time and cutting out completely unnecessary and frustrating work
As you can see these are important areas but it is much more difficult to get objective information about the costs involved.

In our consulting work in this area we tend only to include the direct costs. Our experience is that if you start to load in these less quantifiable costs, it can undermine the power of your argument. People start to think you are stretching to make a business case and may argue with your assumptions. There is usually more than enough direct cost to make the point and to justify the intervention.

If you are putting together and presenting your business case we would recommend just mentioning these as additional benefits in passing.

How much should you invest in improving your meetings?

Our clients often ask, “What will it cost to improve our meetings?”

At the business case stage, we ask, “How much would you normally expect to invest to make this level of time and cost saving?”

Let us stick with our worked example company – the cost of their unnecessary meetings is $386 million per year. It is unlikely we could ever make our meetings perfect so we shouldn’t attempt to claim all these savings. We think it is reasonable to base a business case around winning back half of this. Let’s call it $193 million per year.

How much would you be prepared to invest in your business to create a $193 million per year improvement straight to your bottom line?

How would we treat a project like this in other areas of the business?

•First let’s consider a marketing investment. How much would you be prepared to spend on a new product with a very high probability of generating an additional profit of $193 million per year?
•How much would you be prepared to invest in manufacturing or in your supply chain to reduce your manufacturing costs by $193 million per year?
•How many additional people would you need to recruit in sales and delivery to generate additional net revenue of $193 million per year?
 

If a product were generating $193 million of bottom-line profit per year at, let’s say, a 10 percent profit margin, then you would need sales of $1.9 billion per year to achieve the same bottom-line impact.

The businesses we both worked for in our corporate careers tended to be looking for an internal rate of return of 40 percent; another way of putting this is a payback in two and a half years.

By these benchmarks, we would have been happy to spend $480 million to deliver this level of return.

However, for every company we have spoken to, that would be an unimaginable sum to invest in improving meetings. The most common response would be to laugh at the very idea. Why is this?

Perhaps we are not confident that we can deliver these savings? As people who have worked in business planning, sales, and manufacturing we can tell you that the returns on investment assumptions we make on capital and market investments are often no more than moderately educated guesses. In our experience, it is also quite rare that organizations go back and conduct a comprehensive evaluation later as to whether the promised return on investment was really delivered.

Sales and marketing investments in particular are often made on assumptions about customer acceptance, competitor response, or future market needs that are beyond our control. With internal spend in areas such as meetings we have much more chance of success because we can control the resources and the environment more closely.

It could also be that, because the cost of meetings is spread over every department and a lot of the cost hidden in salaries and time, nobody feels overall ownership for the issue.

This is why it is important to start with the business case. If we think about what we should be prepared to invest, we start to think more radically about the level of change we need and can afford to create in order to sustain these significant improvements.

We do not really expect to convince any client to spend $480 million on a meetings intervention. For the purposes of our business case let’s be ambitious and ask for $50 million. If we invested $50 million and got an annual return of $175 million we would be seeing payback on our investment in less than four months. It would probably be the best business investment most companies made in the last decade.

Think about the scope of intervention we could design and deliver with a budget of $50 million. What could our example company afford to do? They could:

 

•Put all 7,000 people through several days of training on meeting effectiveness
•Put meeting coaches into all their high-profile meetings to embed best practice and support implementation of the principles
•Offer online meeting tools to help people plan and facilitate better virtual and face-to-face meetings
•Run a major change project or campaign with great communication and stakeholder management
•Study and change their corporate culture in ways that support the initiative
•Run a recognition and celebration project for meeting heroes
•Offer a prize of $1 million to the team that improved the most!
 

They would still be struggling to spend $10 million.

If sustainable change can be achieved with these much smaller investments, why have we taken the time to focus on such big numbers? There are three main reasons at this stage:

 

•Sustainably reducing the number and improving the quality of your meetings is still a major change project, not just a matter of a few workshops, so we should resource it accordingly
•Budget is a signal of intent. If your marketing head or manufacturing director came to your executive committee and offered to save $150 million per year by spending $10 million would they be believed? Would this even be worth discussing at your executive committee meeting? If the marketing head told you they could do it with a half-day training workshop, would this be credible?
•It properly positions your campaign to improve meetings as a major saving opportunity and as something that requires significant resources and leadership attention
If you really want to kill unnecessary meetings and improve the quality of the ones that remain, do the business case first and be ambitious in the scope of intervention you plan. You won’t make a change in this pervasive challenge just by running a few meetings facilitation training courses; it is a significant change process.

If you can build understanding among your stakeholders of the scope of the change and invest accordingly, then you have a real chance of radically improving the effectiveness and work experience of your people and delivering significant savings to the business.
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Trigger an action








 

Allocate some time in your diary to discuss this with your colleagues. Put together an outline business case for reducing the number of meetings in your business and discuss it with your key leaders or other stakeholders.





Chapter 10

Taking information-giving out of your meeting
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	Actions – identify opportunities to cut information-sharing from your meeting and make better use of pre-reading
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	Target – remove information-sharing entirely from at least one topic in your meetings in the next two weeks








 

 

Have you ever been to a meeting where:

 

•You received a 150-page PowerPoint deck of pre-reading full of complicated charts and unclear bullet points
•Your pre-reading arrived late at night for a meeting that started first thing in the morning
•You did the pre-reading but only half the people at the meeting had done it, so you had to go through the same information again in the meeting
•Someone presented the same information that was in the pre-reading in the meeting, even though people had already read it
 

These are common experiences. If we want to create more participative and engaging meetings, then one of the key ways we can do this is to take out the parts of the meeting that are not participative and engaging – these are usually the information-giving parts and commonly make up around 40 percent of a traditional meeting.

A 2003 survey of senior leaders in 187 companies by Macron Intelligence found that more than 65 percent of meetings were not set up to decide but instead were for “info sharing” or “status updates.” These are classic star group topics that do not need a live meeting.

Bain & Company examined the time budgets of 17 large corporations and found that 80 percent of meetings were with colleagues in the same department, rather than cross-functionally and a lot of those meetings were there for information-sharing rather than for decision-making.

Sometimes we need information to complete the value-added part of the meeting such as deciding. If this is the case then we need to find better ways to give the information in advance, such as through pre-reading, so we can focus the live meeting on the decision or debate itself.

Here are some principles on how to do this:

Focus your pre-reading content

Too often presenters will circulate a long standard PowerPoint deck about the topic with far too much detail and where it is not clear what outcome they are expecting from the participants at the meeting.

Without a reasonable understanding of context and what we are being asked to do, how can we possibly prepare to participate?

Procter & Gamble are famous for using a “one page memo” format with five defined steps.

 

	1.	Summarize the situation: what is the context and background?


	2.	Introduce your idea briefly: what you are proposing


	3.	Explain how your idea works: the basic steps: how, what, who, when, where


	4.	Reinforce the idea’s three key benefits that are relevant to the audience


	5.	Suggest the next step: what outcome are you expecting from the meeting participants to move things forward?


 

As the name suggests, the discipline is to do all this in one page. If you can achieve that then you have probably thought through very carefully what it is you want to accomplish from the meeting.

If you are clear about the outcome you want from the participants at the meeting, then you will help them to prepare and are much more likely to achieve your goals.

Let people know what you want them to do and then give them the information in advance that they will need to do it.

You can discuss outside the meeting, too

By
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About Global Integration

We inspire and enable people to succeed in complex organizations. 

 

We do this through training, coaching and facilitation in three key areas:

 

1 Matrix management – where multiple bosses, competing goals and accountability without control become the norm.

2 Remote, virtual and hybrid working – adapting leadership, collaboration and personal effectiveness skills to a world where some people are present, and others are working remotely.

3 Finding purpose and engagement at work – improving productivity, engagement, and wellbeing by helping people find their purpose and own their own engagement at work.

 

This book focuses on meetings which is just part of our work in the first two areas where we run training to:

 

•reduce the number of unnecessary meetings and streamline collaboration.
•improve the quality of the ones that remain by building face-to-face, virtual and hybrid meetings skills.
 

As well as training for meetings leaders and participants, we offer coaching and can observe and give feedback on high profile meetings you want to improve.

We can also train and license your in-house facilitators to use these techniques.

We operate globally and since 1994 have trained over 150,000 people in the skills required to succeed in complex organizations in over 400 of the world’s leading companies in more than 40 countries.

We deliver our services face-to-face, through interactive web seminars and short-video based e-learning.

Find out more about our services at www.global-integration.com or find our Global Integration page or Matrix Management Group on LinkedIn.
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