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If the element in greatest evidence in any business is reports, and the second 
most prevalent feature is memos, surely a close third would have to be meet-
ings. From frontline staff members to team leaders to department heads to 
cEos, every individual in almost any organization attends a significant num-

ber of meetings. on average, professionals spend 25 percent of their time in 
meetings of one kind or another. Department managers are likely to spend up  
to 40 percent of their time around a conference table. Executives take the prize, 
typically spending 80 percent of their time in structured conversations.

Is spending all this time in meetings a good thing? the answer, of course, is that it depends on the  
quality of the meeting. When asked, most professionals concur that a good deal of the time they spend 
in “meeting mode” could be better used otherwise. Are we to conclude, then, that meetings should be 
abolished? on the contrary, an understanding of systems and how we learn suggests that meetings can 
and should be powerful vehicles of positive change, leading participants in common understanding  
that results in authentic engagement and alignment.

A Systems Perspective
the fault is not in the meeting form itself, but rather in our approach to meetings. According to Fred  
kofman and peter Senge, (Learning Organizations: Developing Cultures for Tomorrow’s Workplace, eds.  
Sarita chawla and John renesch, productivity press, 1995) “the main dysfunctions in today’s organiza-
tions are actually by-products of their past success.” As a culture, we have become accustomed to going 
to meetings that are rarely interesting, much less opportunities for learning and community develop-
ment. Nevertheless, those poorly constructed gatherings have managed to move us forward as organi-
zations. Any hint of doing away with or dramatically changing them is often viewed as heresy, heard  
as “that’s not the way we do things here.” 
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For many, effective meetings equate to efficiency or improved time management skills, but for Ray Jor-

gensen and his colleagues effective meetings capitalize on the collective wisdom of a group and generate 

higher quality relationships among group members. A generic approach to meeting design that incorporates 

five behavioral guidelines for learning conversations provides a simple “recipe” for shared conversational 

leadership that teams can adapt for their own purposes. The result is the realignment of a group‘s energy 

with its larger system goals by integrating basic organizational learning tools into routine meeting design.  

In addition, group members deepen their own capacity for integrating these tools into their daily work.



the solution? Looking at organizations from a  
systems perspective. In a systems worldview, as 
we move from the primacy of the pieces to the 
primacy of the whole, each meeting provides an 
opportunity for participants to develop a collec-
tive understanding of their connectedness and 
interdependence. As people evolve from focusing 
on self to focusing on self as a member of a larger 
community, the purpose of meetings shifts from 
solving problems to creating solutions, from 

 defending absolute truths of the moment to 
achieving coherent and collective interpretations 
of what they want their organizations to be.

Gone are the gripe sessions, the meetings that 
take place simply because it is the appointed time 
for the appointed group to convene, and the gath-
erings that subtly pull a subsystem (department, 
team, staff sector) off the track from their estab-
lished vision and mission. participants no longer 
come to the table with the burning personal ques-
tions such as, “How is my job to be redefined today?” 
or”How can I use this meeting to get what I want 
within the system?” Instead, every meeting within 
the entire organization centers on aligning people’s 
efforts to help achieve the system’s vision and  
mission. 

this new meeting paradigm enables leaders to 
steward the system rather than control it. Instead 
of poking around in unfolding business and ad-
ministrative processes, the facilitator clarifies and 
aligns the action of the group. As each participant 

The Art of Conversation

As a State Farm Insurance agent, I have been building and leading sales teams for 29 years, and for me  
one of the most—if not the most—critical skill for building successful sales teams has been effective 
communication.  

 A very successful peer of mine once told me that meetings are everything, and although I haven’t always been 
convinced of the wisdom of his assertion, I now believe that meetings are the single most important part of my 
work week.  As an agent and agency manager, I have conducted hundreds, and probably thousands, of meetings 
over the years, always believing that I was successfully imparting enormous amounts of useful information and 
knowledge to my sales teams.  For many years, I overlooked, or simply wasn’t aware of, the fact that during most of 
the meetings I conducted, there was little constructive feedback or what I now recognize as genuine participation.
 As I become more and more familiar with Jorgensen’s communication model, conversational leadership, I am 
also enjoying more and more success in leading my teams toward a common understanding and common frame-
work from which we can address our most difficult issues and challenges. the premise of Jorgensen’s model is  
that the meeting leader is ultimately responsible for helping the organization achieve its goals and objectives.  
Understanding and integrating this premise into how I lead meetings has been an eye-opening and satisfying  
experience for me. 
 When I look back at the conversational leadership training sessions I have attended, one of the most com- 
pelling aspects has been the participants’ eagerness to engage and learn. I realize now that this is precisely what   
I want to create for my own team meetings, and am confident that I am well on my way to achieving that.
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experiences personal learning through conver- 
sation, time is redirected from “administrivia” and 
ritual actions to the development of shared mean-
ing. this shift enables meeting leaders to identify 
problems that can best be addressed through col-
lective action and to involve all relevant players in 
finding solutions. the leader of such a meeting is 
now a community agent helping to align his or 
her group with the system’s goals and facilitating 
the design of methods for achieving those goals.

A FOCUS on Conversational Leadership
to make this shift, businesses of all sizes, executives, 
department managers and team leaders regularly 
engage people in results-oriented, focused meet-
ings based on a communication model called 
“conversational leadership.”  (the phrase is be-
lieved to be coined by carolyn Baldwin, an elemen-
tary school principal from Winter Haven, Florida.) 
conversational leadership (cL) uses multiple learn-
ing tools to develop a common understanding 
and align actions in an organization. the philo-
sophical foundations of this approach derive from 
multiple sources: malcolm knowles’s adult learn-
ing models, the total quality work of W. Edwards 
Deming, peter Senge’s work on learning organi- 
zations, Edward Schein’s ideas of process consult-
ing, leadership philosopher robert k. Greenleaf’s 
servant-leadership model, and effective com- 
munication theory. 

Using the conversational leadership model, the 
designer and steward of each meeting is respon-
sible for helping to achieve the organization’s de-
sired outcomes through learning. the successful 
meeting, then, will have as its particular outcome 
some type of personal or team structural change 
– a change in thinking, acting, or interacting. As 
this change occurs, the group becomes realigned 
with the system’s goals, identifying and commit-
ting to methods it can adopt to help achieve those 
goals. As each meeting is focused on supporting 
the success of the system as a whole, the meeting 
leader – whether team or project leader, super- 
visor, department manager, or cEo – crafts and 
stewards the meeting toward  alignment with  
the system’s mission and goals. 

Each meeting begins with ground rules, which can 
be posted and referenced as needed. We recom-
mend using FocUS: 

F:  Follow the Five Guidelines for Learning 
conversations

O:  open with check-in and context, purpose, 
outcome (cpo)

C:  clarify each agenda item with cpo
U:  Use closing-the-Learning-Loop protocols
S:  Support safe space

Begin with a simple check-in procedure, inviting 
each participant to make a short statement that 
bridges the gap from their previous task or experi-
ence to the one at hand, ending with “I’m in.” For 
example, a simple check-in prompt could be: 
“What is most pressing for you right now?” or “What 
did it take for you to come to this meeting?” Such a 
check-in demonstrates respect for the time each 
person is giving to the meeting, and allows each 
person to give voice to the distractions that might 
otherwise rattle around in their heads during the 
meeting. It is an opportunity to ground everyone 
in the work at hand – that is, what is to be accom-
plished during the meeting.



once participants have been reminded of the 
ground rules and have centered themselves, the 
leader provides a quick but essential overview to 
put the meeting into context: How does today’s 
meeting fit into our larger, ongoing efforts and vi-
sion? the leader then states the purpose of the 
meeting (which should never be “because it’s the 
day of the month we always meet”) and tells par-
ticipants exactly what outcome they can expect. 

Context: How this meeting/agenda item fits into 
the overall mission/vision

Purpose: What common understanding or shared 
meaning we intend to develop
Outcome: What we will each know or be able to 
do when the meeting concludes

Some examples of context might be: 
• An incident involving student rights has occurred 

that needs our attention.
• We are three months out from our audit report 

filing deadline. 
• The Board has requested our input on a matter  

of policy at its next meeting. 

Using these three examples, a purpose statement 
for each might be: 
• I want to share the details of the incident and 

build consensus for a response.
• Today we’ll look at our timeline and make course 

corrections. 
• I want your opinions on this matter to help me 

make a recommendation that represents your 
interests. 

Finally, with those purposes in mind, the outcome 
might be stated in one of these three ways:
• At the close of this meeting, each of us will know 

the Board’s position and how we can support it.
• By the end of the meeting, we’ll have identified  

a handful of target areas and the steps we’ll take, 
collectively and individually, to bring them up  
to speed.

• I hope to have a rough draft of my recommen- 
dation, with your help, before we adjourn.

once the cpo (context, purpose and outcomes)  
is clear, the leader can engage the participants 
through conversational learning techniques, clari-
fying for understanding as needed. Some organi-
zations devote numerous meetings and retreats to 
mastering the concept of “learning conversation.” 
the leader’s efforts to confirm that there is com-
mon understanding are critical in developing 
shared meaning that results in purposeful action. 
She does so by closing the learning loop, inviting 
participants to share their understanding about 
the information presented thus far. And, through 
it all, the facilitator must work to create a safe 

Five Guidelines for  
Learning Conversations

Listen for Understanding. this means to listen openly,  
without judgment or blame, receiving what others say from 
a place of learning rather than from a place of knowing or  
defending your own position. Listen with equal respect for 
each person present, striving to understand rather than to 
fix, argue, refute, or persuade. At the same time, listen  
quietly to yourself as others speak.

Speak from the Heart. Speaking from the heart means 
speaking only when you are sincerely moved to make a con-
tribution and when you can speak honestly from your own 
experience. It also means speaking to contribute to the stream 
of developing common understanding, not just to fill silence 
or to have your position heard.

Suspend Judgment. Suspending judgment is holding at  
bay your certainties and assumptions. Suspend any need to 
be right or have the correct answer. In fact, try to suspend 
any certainty that you, yourself, are right.

Hold Space for Differences. to hold space for differences 
means to embrace different points of view as learning oppor-
tunities. Don’t counter with “but.” Instead, contribute with “and.” 
remain open to outcomes that may not be your outcomes. 
Encourage contributions from those who have remained silent.

Slow Down the Inquiry. Slowing down provides silent time 
to digest what has just been said and allows further conver-
sation to develop, deepen, and flow naturally.
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space, a team setting that promotes forthright 
sharing and discussion so that participants feel 
comfortable and trusting.

Groups often apply three steps of this four-step 
process repeatedly throughout the meeting, 
bringing each topic of interest through the stages 
of learning conversation, clarity, and confirmation. 
When all business has been concluded, it is impor-
tant to invite participants to assess the meeting’s 
effectiveness for the purpose of improving on the 
process at the next meeting. Such a protocol, in 
partnership with a new understanding and appre-
ciation of the meeting as a valid way for a system 
to learn and grow, can turn all gatherings into 
meetings that matter.

One Voice
once all the leaders at all levels within the system 
are able and willing to use conversational leader-
ship to facilitate meetings that move the system 
toward its goals, the system begins to speak with 
one voice. this, however, does not preclude dis-
agreement. Vigorous disagreement among lead-
ers using learning protocols does not damage  
effective communication. on the contrary, dis-
agreement allows for learning and enhances  

understanding, which in turn leads to shared 
meaning. Sincere disagreement should not be 
construed as disloyal or as a threat to the system’s 
unity. Difference of opinion marks an opportunity 
to deepen understanding, enhance the quality  
of working relationships, and achieve alignment. 
Disciplined meeting conversation is one of the 
answers: “If we cannot talk together, we cannot 
work together” (William Isaacs, Dialogue and the 
Art of Thinking Together, Doubleday, 1999). 

through conversational leadership, participants 
are gradually able to recognize the interdepen-
dence of the varying subsystems and appreciate 
the value of constructive interaction with others. 
the steady stream of documents for approval  

Once all the leaders at all levels 
within the system are able and 
willing to use conversational 
leadership to facilitate meetings 
that move the system toward its 
goals, the system begins to 
speak with one voice. 
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disappears from the regular agenda as the   
“approval” syndrome becomes inconsistent with 
proper delegation. Everyone does his or her own 
work instead of pretending that endlessly super-
vising the day-to-day action of others is a mean-
ingful contribution.

with what organizations do takes a back seat to 
clearly defining what organizations are for. Finally, 
leadership becomes visionary, focusing on the 
shared dreams of the community rather than on  
a flurry of trivia, micromanagement, and admin- 
istrative detail.

Successful meetings in any organization, at all  
levels and for all purposes, can become signifi-
cantly more effective and productive if they fol-
low a carefully tested protocol. A good meeting is 
highly structured in its core processes but fluid in 
nature, welcoming and encouraging participation. 
Ironically, the more carefully structured the meet-
ing, the easier it is to invite dialogue and allow 
meaningful conversations to take their course.  
Following the format outlined on page x, meetings 
can achieve clear communication and common 
understanding—outcomes vitally important in 
today’s business environment.

Five Guidelines for Learning Conversations
•  Listen for understanding
•  Speak from the heart
•  Suspend judgment
•  Hold space for differences
•  Slow down the inquiry 

these guidelines (originally developed by Sue 
miller-Hurst), are really disciplines requiring prac-
tice, not unlike healthy eating or exercise. they are 
not learned instantly nor are they transferred im-
mediately to the meeting participants. However, 
each individual committed to improved meeting 
outcomes can begin to practice these skills and 
encourage their growth in self and others. A good 
place to start would be with the leader. n
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A good meeting is highly 
structured in its core processes 
but fluid in nature, welcoming 
and encouraging participation.

meetings no longer aim at managing individuals 
or incessantly redefining operational details. the 
executive team learns that what it previously 
thought was “monitoring” was merely wandering 
around in the presence of data. meetings no lon-
ger focus on complaints. problems are expected  
to be resolved locally; if they are not, the issue is 
viewed as symptomatic of a system flaw. All play-
ers get to have their say, but they maintain the 
priority of the organization’s performance   
outcomes and common mission.

conversational leadership leads to meetings 
where more time is spent learning diverse points 
of view regarding the heart of the organization’s 
purpose and vision, a vision that supports and 
nurtures its client base by projecting its future 
needs and garnering wisdom for long-term deci-
sion making about performance results and struc-
tures. on a daily basis, employees can learn from 
one another through conversation with their 
peers; this eventually becomes the predominant 
meeting structure. the former preoccupation  
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