KEEPING A
MEETING ON
TRACK

Getting
down to
business

How often have you been in a meeting where the subject of conversation was everything
except the stated objective or agenda of the meeting? Too often? What if you could
recognize some common things that get meetings off-topic and have some tools to get
them back on track? You can.

Three way meetings go off-topic (and what to do about it).
Meetings don’t actually go off-topic, people do. It usually takes at least two people adrift
to take the meeting off-course. That means you don’t have to be an expert on meetings to
help. You just have to notice when certain things show up in a meeting’s conversations.

Topic drift.
Any topic can attract comments irrelevant to the meeting agenda or objective. Juicy as they
are, such comments seduce one or more participants. If pursued — well, you’ve been there
— the conversation diverges farther. Topic drift (sometimes called “being in the weeds”)
can be more fun and interesting than the meeting’s objective, but can only be briefly
tolerated if the group is to achieve its original purpose.

What to do.
• For a minor diversion, treat the occurrence lightly: “OK, let’s come back and focus
on the problem we need to solve. . .”
• When participants have been seriously diverted, say: “This discussion appears to be
veering into areas outside the scope of this meeting. Can we table it or do we need to
add it to the agenda?”
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Once you know what to look for, keeping a meeting
focused is something almost anyone can master.
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