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Your Role as a Secretary 
 

 

Serving as secretary for an organization or committee is not an easy job or one to be taken lightly.  The 

following criteria are important when selecting someone who will best fill this role.  

 Å Is the person reliable; does he or she keep appointments and are they prompt?  

  Å Is the person well organized, completing tasks in a 

 timely way?  

 Å Does this person demonstrate good listening skills such as 

 being objective, hearing both sides of the discussion?  

 Å Is this person a discerning listener, able to weed out trivial information or   

discussion from the important facts?  

 

 

The role of secretary is more than "just taking minutes."  This individual is in effect the historian of the 

meeting and ultimately the organization.  Current members will refer to what is recorded, as a reminder of 

finished and unfinished business, including what needs follow-up, and what actions were taken.  They will also 

be kept so that future members can reflect and gain an understanding of where the organization has been and 

why.  Many organizations make it the secretary's responsibility to notify the membership about upcoming 

meetings- times, dates, location - as well as any important items to be discussed.  

 

The secretary should be present at all meetings.  If he or she is unable to attend, a substitute needs to be 

appointed.  It is also necessary for the secretary to prepare him/herself before each meeting.  He or she should 

review the minutes and agendas of previous meetings, paying close attention to style and format.  If the 

organization has agreed upon a standard format for minutes, use the standardized form and fill in discussions, 

etc. as they occur.  

 

If your organization has structure that includes committees, be they ad hoc or standing, there always 

needs to be a secretary present to accurately record what has transpired.  It is not necessary to take down 

everything unless someone requests that his or her remarks be entered for the record.  It is necessary, however, 

to take complete notes.  Motions and resolutions do need to be taken verbatim and should be read back during 

the meeting to make sure they have been accurately recorded.  
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How to Run an Effective Meeting 
 

Most people donôt like meetings.  They say they are boring, go on too long, and donôt get anything done.  And 

often thatôs the truth.  So to have a good meeting, you need to make it 

interesting, keep it on track, and make sure something gets done.  Here are 

eight steps toward making your next meeting a success. 

1. Make sure you need to have a meeting.  Meetings are needed when a 

group of people must be involved in an action or a decision.  Donôt 

schedule a meeting just because itôs time to have one. 

2. Set a goal for the meeting.  Be very clear about why youôre having 

the meeting, and what needs to get done or be decided.  Break that 

task into steps, or divide the discussion into sectionsðthatôs the 

agenda for your meeting.  At the start of the meeting say, this is our 

goal, and if we can get this done, the meeting will be a success.  At 

the end of the meeting remind them that you achieved your goal.  This lets everyone leave feeling 

successful, and theyôll be glad to come to your next meeting. 

3. Put decisions to the group.  The participants own the meeting.  Let them set the agenda before the 

meeting, or at least add to it when you begin.  If decisions need to be made about the process (whether to 

end a discussion thatôs going too long, for example) then ask that question to the group. 

4. Stay on schedule.  Remember that every minute a person spends in your meeting; they could be doing 

other things.  Theyôre with you because theyôve decided your meeting is 

important, so treat them like their time is important.  Start on time and end 

on time! 

5. Pay attention to whatôs important.  Set a certain amount of time for each 

item on the agenda, based on how important it is.  If the group starts 

spending a lot of time on details, ask them ñIs this what we want to spend 

our time talking about?ò  A lot of details can be worked out by individuals 

or committeesðmeetings are for the decisions that need to involve the 

whole group. 

6. Keep the meeting on track.  Your agenda is the tool you use to make sure 

youôre on time and on the right topic.  When side issues come up, help the 

group get back on track.  If the issue sounds important, check with the 

group.  ñWeôre talking about a new issue ð is this something important 

that we should take time to discuss?ò 

7. Make sure people participate.  People think a meeting is useful based on 

one simple thing: whether or not they talked.  So everybody should have a chance to share their ideas.  

Itôs okay to ask specific people what they think!  You should also be prepared to gently remind people 

when theyôre talking too much. 

8. Have good facilitation.  The facilitator is the person who runs the meeting and acts on all the steps listed 

above.  Itôs a big job, and it usually doesnôt fit well with participating in the discussion.  So if you need to 

have your views heard, let someone else run the meeting!  Good facilitation doesnôt just happenðitôs a 

skill that comes with training and practice. 
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Facilitator's Role 
 

Running a successful meeting will help your group operate efficiently, and provide a worthy experience for all 

members.  As facilitator, you are the key to ensuring that success.  Here are some tips: 

 One of your most important roles is to create a warm and 

friendly atmosphere so members feel free to express 

themselves. 

 Be interested and enthusiastic--enthusiasm can be 

contagious.  Have a positive attitude! 

 Your job as facilitator will take all your attention.  You are 

not a participant as much as you are the "conductor" of the 

meeting--directing the flow and energy of that meeting.  You 

will be looking at participants' body language, listening 

carefully to what they say, drawing out those members who 

are not speaking, and gently moving the meeting along when 

a member monopolizes conversations.  You will not have 

time to take minutes (and we know how minutes are 

essential in recording meeting developments and also in 

reminding you and group members of follow-up actions that 

are needed).  So, be sure to appoint another person to take minutes.  

 Set out ground rules for the meeting, including, for 

example, the expectation that everyone participate, no 

judgment statements during brainstorming sessions, and 

that there will be an ending time, and state that time.  

 Keep the discussion on track.  The agenda will drive these 

discussions. 

 Pace the meeting and observe specified time limits for 

agenda items--this will allow everyone a chance to speak 

and helps insure that all issues on the agenda are covered.  However, be sensitive to the need for 

discussion.  Allow the group to talk things through.  If they want more time to discuss an issue, adjust the 

agenda.  Recognize when there is consensus and move on.  Be gentle but firm with people who speak too 

long or get off the subject--a simple "let's move on" or "thanks, now let's hear from someone else" can be 

very effective. 

 Call group members by name.  This personalizes the discussion and also assists the recorder in accurately 

noting who shared their opinions. 

 Avoid stating that a person is wrong for any idea or opinion that is 

expressed; rather ask for other comments and ideas on the subject.  

Remain open-minded and democratic.  Allowing the free flow of 

expression allows for creative thinking. 

 Ask open-ended questions--why and how--to stimulate discussion.  Ex. 

ñHow to do you think that will impact the project?ò instead of, ñdo you 

think that will impact the project?ò -which dead ends with a "no" or 

"yes" response. 
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 Listen carefully to each person.  Make sure you understand what the speaker is saying.  If you're unsure, 

try restating it or ask the person to clarify. 

 Be certain that the entire group is involved in the discussion.  Encourage everyone to speak by simply 

asking those who haven't spoken for their opinion on the issue at hand. 

 Be aware of people who look confused or lost, and restate questions or 

ideas.  Summarize key points when necessary.  

 If problems arise, remain neutral and calm.  Call on members for 

assistance and resolution--it shouldn't all be on your shoulders. 

 Use appropriate humor--it can release 

tension and get people talking. 

 Summarize conclusions or decisions 

at the end of the meeting. 

 Leave time for questions.  Otherwise, 

your meetings will seem like one-sided dialogues. 

 Recognize achievements, big and small.  We all want to feel valued.  

 

As the meeting winds down to the end: 

 Tie up loose ends.  Avoid hasty decisions simply because time has expired. 

 Table unresolved issues until the next meeting. 

 Plan the next meeting.  Set the date, select the place, and develop a preliminary agenda, which should 

include any unresolved issues from this meeting. 

 End the meeting on a positive note.  This will also encourage members to follow-up on any actions 

they've agreed to do.  

 An important note: After the meeting ends, review the minutes of the meeting.  You are responsible to see 

that all follow-up plans are put into action-another reason why complete and reliable minutes are so vital. 

 

 

Types of Meetings 
 

An informative session, a decision-making meeting and a brainstorming session have very different objectives.  

When planning a meeting, it is very important to identify the objective of the meeting.  Only once the objective 

is clear will creating an effective agenda become simple.  What follows are different objectives for the various 

types of meetings mentioned and some related tips on how you can make them more effective. 

 

A. Problem-Solving Meeting 

Objective: To discuss an issue or conflict and decide how to solve it. 

Tip: The following problem-solving process will help your group make 

better decisions the next time you meet. 

1. Identify the Problem: The problem should already be clear in the 

minds of the attendees.  In other words, participants will hopefully 

know why they're attending the meeting! 
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2. Determine the causes: Whatôs causing the problem?  What are the underlying issues? 

3. Generate possible solutions: How could we possibly overcome this issue?  What are the options at this 

time? 

4. Evaluate the proposed solution: Is this the best solution for us?  Is it feasible?  Is it realistic? 

5. Choose the best solution. 

6. If youôve narrowed the options down to a few alternatives, vote to determine the best solution for the 

group.  This gives everyone an opportunity to provide input on the final decision.  If peer pressure is an 

issue or if substantial conflict surrounds the topic, consider holding a secret ballot vote. 

 

B. Informational Meeting 

Objective: To give or receive information about a specific idea or important 

matters concerning the attendees. 

Tip: The majority of meetings today simply exchange facts or information about 

a specific topic.  Given the widespread use of e-mail in todayôs workplace, many 

individuals are opting for quick e-mail updates instead of meeting.  To determine 

if a meeting is worth your time, ask yourself, ñIs this meeting really necessary?ò  

If not, consider using e-mail to update or share information with the individuals 

who would have attended the meeting.  If you have decided the meeting is 

necessary and cannot be replaced with an e-mail, be sure that the meeting 

objective is clear and an agenda has been created before the meeting begins.  

Having a proper agenda and objective will help keep the meeting discussion 

focused and on track. 

 

C. Brainstorming Meeting 

Objective: To produce new ideas about a specific topic. 

Tip: Here are some guidelines to follow for a more effective 

brainstorming session: 

1. Before the meeting, participants should be told the 

objective of the session as well as their role in the 

brainstorming session.  Background information, if 

available, should also be distributed to participants prior to 

the session. 

2. The atmosphere of the meeting should be loose and 

informal. 

3. Make sure that no idea is ruled out because itôs too wild.  Try to avoid judging ideas. 

4. A facilitator should be appointed to control the flow of information and record ideas as they develop. 

 

 

How to Get People to Participate in Your Meetings: 
 

 Try implementing comics, games or toys in your next meeting. Snacks 

work well too.  Basically, the more informal your meetings, the more 

fun theyôll be to attend.  Who decided that meetings have to be serious 

to be successful anyway? 
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 For a small dose of humor, show a comic strip related to each agenda item or topic you introduce.  Dilbert 

is great for poking fun at meetings and other aspects of corporate life.  If comic strips aren't an option, 

share humorous quotes from famous people during your meetings.  The internet has a plethora of sites 

dedicated to famous quotes, so finding something that relates directly to your agenda topic will be quick 

and easy. 

 

 A simple game involving a soft, small ball will not only help your 

group generate more ideas, but will also emphasize the importance 

of engaging in active participation during a discussion?  Begin by 

throwing the ball to a participant, that person must comment on the 

subject at hand and then throws it to another participant.  Each time 

the ball is thrown around the room, another comment or suggestion 

is made.  This encourages every participant to contribute to the 

meeting discussion and provides a variety of perspectives on the 

issue at hand.  Notice the spontaneity, smiles and overall 

involvement generated in the room when the entire group 

participates.  This game is particularly effective for brainstorming sessions, since the excitement generated 

in the room will encourage individuals to think creatively. 

 

 Contests or quizzes are other methods of getting your group excited about its meetings.  If your meeting 

objective is to introduce new information, let them know there will be a quiz on the content you're going 

to present.  At the end of your presentation, ask the group questions about the content you've just 

presented.  Whoever provides the correct answer first, receives a prize.  Not only will this generate some 

excitement, but you can guarantee that fewer people will be 

daydreaming during your presentation! 

 

 Food is another useful device for generating excitement in your 

meetings.  Before your meeting, tape, for example, individually-

wrapped chocolates under the participants' chairs.  After 

welcoming people to the meeting, tell the group they have 

"surprises" under their chairs.  Everyone enjoys surprises, no 

matter how small!  Not only is this a nice way of saying 

"welcome" to the meeting, but it's also an inexpensive way to 

create a fun and exciting tone for the meeting ahead. 

 

 

 

How to Maintain Your Audienceôs Attention? 

 Think about the most interesting presentation youôve ever witnessed, 

ask yourself why it was so interesting and then try to implement these 

elements in your own presentation.  An hour presentation is a long 

time to get and maintain the audienceôs attention.  Try interspersing 

lecture with Q&A sessions, brainstorming discussions, role-playing, 

demonstrations, multimedia segments or storytelling.  Below, you'll 

find some other tips for creating an interesting presentation.  
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