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Meeting Notes

PMI Breakfast Round Table

10/16/08

Bob Evans – Transit Road

Topic:  Communication – What works best for you?   


Agenda:

Communication – we all know it’s important, we all plan for it, and often talk about the troubles with it – for this meeting, please come and discuss what works best for you!  Share your favorite tips and tricks, or your favorite new tools (i.e., most recent technical development, e.g., im or text messages, etc.)  This will be the first of a three part communication series for the Northtown breakfast roundtables.
Minutes/Notes/Helpful Tips:

The discussion consisted of a round table of items – processes, tools,etc. – that are currently in use in workplaces that have been beneficial to communication on projects.  Among these were the following:

· Using specific methods of facilitated leadership – this helped dramatically!  Specifically, the Roger Schwarz’s method (sp) – the company of the person noting this has adopted the method unilaterally.  

· The basic premise is compassion for best resolution across the group – make statement, and then why it’s being made.

· Discuss the undiscussables – one attendee noted that this reminder was posted in each conference room at their location

· This led to some general points about conducting meetings; some noted that there are also meeting rules posted in conference rooms – usually the type of rules that would be expected, such as using an agenda, respecting each person who speaks, etc.; 

· It was also noted that meetings are just one communications tool.

· Ensure that there is a common understanding of terms to be used – the idea of a project dictionary – also, start with a list of assumptions.

· In general, the group agreed there should also be some expectations set regarding availability for ANY type of communications.  This led to some discussion regarding the technical tools that are available, such as voicemail and email.  

· It was noted that technical tools are NOT a replacement for face to face communication.

· The topic of technical tools led to discussion regarding the use of them; some noted that there are rules in place at their place of employment regarding the use of email and voicemail – for example, if you have not resolved an issue within a few tries using one of these tools, call a meeting.

· An additional suggestion for effective use of voicemail is to set an outgoing message each day, because your day changes – it says a lot about you and your day and tells callers about you, too.

· Others noted that there is further published etiquette/protocol regarding the use of voicemail.

· This led to discussion regarding the etiquette and protocol involved with using email – for example, the use of read or return receipt for email was noted as a good tool to ensure that the communication was delivered, but has limited effectiveness, depending on the general email settings at the place where it is being sent.

· The group generally agreed that emails should be written, then re-read at least once before sending, and that this is a good general communications rule – draft your feelings/email, etc., then step away, especially in “hot” or complicated times.

· In general, keep emails short – if necessary, you can send along a word document with any additional items, if the email is running long

· A later discussion on the topic reminded people that attachments should be kept small, however, and suggested the use of links and a common location to help minimize the size of attachments.  Many noted the use of project websites at their locations

· Another person raised the suggestion of using Wiki – the web technology behind the Wikipedia site, which is basically a self editing web page – although there are other, similar tools which use this type of technology and most still have a db backend.

· It was noted that this is easy to securitize, and that it supports RSS, and you can get notifications when there are changes to the document.  At one site, it is becoming the default tool for meeting minutes and most other document changes.

· The group strongly supported the idea of using formatting to call attention to and/or otherwise direct emphasis within emails – use color, bold, italics – whatever is available to you in the email system you are using

· During the discussion on email, the topic of instant messaging and other Internet tools was raised.  Most agreed that instant messaging is a good tool, although the indicator of availability and/or the actual usage of it can impact its effectiveness.  This also reinforced the suggestions made regarding voicemail and indication of true availability.

· People noted that Internet meeting tools, such as WebEx, Net Meeting, etc., are VERY effective for all kinds of meetings, whether outside supplier, or inter company, primarily because you can see things that are not easily communicated verbally.

· The main limitation for these tools is in the adoption rate and understanding of its capabilities by various users; however, people also noted that most allow for “one click/go-to” meetings, which reduce the amount of technical knowledge needed to engage.

· In general, regarding technical tools, the group agreed that it is best to adapt the tool to your current environment – the tools will always advance, and the environmental conditions will change.

· Time was spent discussing non-technical communication tools as well – primary among these was common courtesy, e.g., remembering to ask if someone has time for a discussion or a meeting or to answer a question.

· The point was made that this is not necessarily cultural so much as it is remembering to consider HOW the message is being received.

· The topic of cultural tools elicited a discussion on the fact that there are marked differences in the way that things are done in the global marketplace, and that some behavior traits, such as punctuality, are considered rude in some areas, but not in others.

· To combat this, the group suggested setting ground rules, or in the case of punctuality in particular, advising the project manager or lead if there was going to be a delay of any sort, to prevent inconveniencing additional team members.  

· Later discussion on this point also elicited the idea that the meeting rules suggest starting early to avoid delays involving equipment or connectivity, etc.

· Additionally, it was suggested that meetings could be structured to accommodate the cultural differences.

· Other non-technical communication tools were also discussed, most notably status reports.  Several suggestions regarding status reports were raised, including:

· Customizing them to accommodate ALL information needs

· Summarize up front, then bullet point below

· The group agreed that one should always write a summary when preparing a status report.

· Additionally, using a template to standardize the presentation of status reports can help ensure smooth communication.  Color-coding and dashboards are commonly used and effective.  By standardizing, you ensure/establish a common understanding of terms, etc.

· Meeting minutes were also mentioned as a good communication tool – to capitalize on that strength, these should also have a template that unilateralizes the form of the minutes, as some are better than others.
· Responsibility for these communications should be established in the communication plan – for example, if there’s a lead person that you’re expecting to create these communications, identify that in the plan.
· The discussion came back to the subject of email; several more suggestions were raised regarding how to use email effectively:
· In some places, there is an unwritten rule that the person(s) on the “to” line is/are the action person(s).
· The subject of the P.A.S.S. model came up here; Melissa said she would distribute some information about this topic.

· Another suggestion about email communication was to understand if there’s a time constraint, and are there any of which the reader should be aware – use the subject line to indicate if there is a specific constraint.

· This also brought up the subject of standards/acronyms to help indicate what is needed – although it was agreed that they should be used sparingly, and there should be a commonly understood definition.

· Common courtesies, most notably “please” and “thank you” are still a good use of email, but to limit email spam, one can use the subject lines, or IM the person(s) or use acronyms, but everyone agreed that this is an important aspect of communication.

· Additionally, similar to the use of voicemail as an outbound communication mechanism, indicating true availability on a calendar every day is a measure of courtesy to those who may be trying to reach you.

· This led to a quick discussion on the use of specific project roles and the use of a project admin (if one is available) to schedule meetings, rather than having individuals schedule their own – this will be more efficient.

· As the discussion wrapped up, some final thoughts on good, effective communications and use of communications tools were shared:

· Suggest communications training – it never goes out of style

· Build relationships – some levity may be okay when getting started, but should be used sparingly

· Collect hobbies, or be aware of birthdays – anything to build the relationship, and adapt to each relationship

· Become aware of the different personality types on the project

· Be aware of people who need to talk versus those who speak in bullet points.

· Adapt to each relationship, and always try keep it in the forefront of your mind when communicating.
Tools/Resources Noted in Meeting: 

· Roger Schwarz’s method of facilitated leadership

· P.A.S.S. Model

· S.M.A.R.T. communications from previous dinner meeting

Topic suggestions for future meetings: 

· Risk Management
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