



PLANNING MEETINGS

After the organizer has listened to a number of people and identified potential issues, s/he moves to the next phase in the organizing process – the planning meeting.  This step is critical in the overall process, but unfortunately, often skipped in the interests of time.  However, skipping this step can cost the group both in the short term as well as the long term.  

The purposes of the planning meeting are:


1.  to figure out what to do about an issue;


2.  to get maximum involvement;


3.  to promote ownership by the members of the group;


4.  to make decisions;


5.  to think things through ahead of time.

These purposes can later be used as evaluation yardsticks to assess the effectiveness of the planning meeting.

How the planning meeting fulfills these objectives

	Figure out what to do
	Discuss several options for a course action

	Get maximum involvement
	Have many people taking parts of the meeting.  Always better to have many people doing a little rather than a couple of people doing everything. 

	Promote ownership
	By discussion and decision-making leaders assume ownership.  The strategy is theirs not the organizer’s.

	Make decisions
	Agenda format demands that people make decisions at the meeting.  People should have a action plan ready to go by the conclusion of the meeting.

	Think things ahead of time
	The agenda should list various contingencies and leaders should develop a strategy for dealing with them.  Role playing these items on the agenda is an excellent way to prepare people.


Preparation for the planning meeting
The organizer plays a critical role in the preparation for the planning meeting.  

1.  Draw up a tentative agenda.  After having spoken with people coming to the planning meeting, the organizer should have a good idea of the issue and what people are thinking.  Initial research into the issue such as who is responsible for resolving the issue should be done prior to the meeting. 

2.  A copy of the tentative agenda should be given to each of the leaders coming to the planning meeting.  Attendance at a planning is reserved for leaders and potential leaders.  It is generally not a public meeting where people receive flyers.  The organizer should know who is coming and they should receive the tentative ahead of time.  The agenda demands that people make decisions and so it is only fair to get the agenda to people so that they have the time to think though the decisions before they come to the meetings.
3.  After people have had a chance to review the tentative agenda, the organizer contacts each person and reviews the agenda.  The organizer encourages people to take parts of the agenda and to volunteer for specific assignments. This is a time when people can suggest modifications to the agenda and raise questions, etc.  The organizer deals with questions and objections and uses these conversations as one on one leadership training opportunities. If this step is done correctly, the organizer can go into the meeting confident of the outcome.

4.  The organizer should NOT chair the planning meeting.  If it is the first meeting of the group, the organizer should recruit a chairperson or co-chairs. Subsequent planning meetings will contain an agenda item that selects the chairperson for the next meeting.

5.  Your goal is to get the group to move to a face to face meeting with the person who can give them what they want.  Letters and petitions instead of meetings are not going to resolve the issue and build the group.

Sample Planning Meeting Agenda Template
1.  Introductions (Everyone speaks.)

2.  Why we are here  (Provides focus.  Chair gets consensus on purpose of meeting and can then use it to keep control of the agenda.)
3.  Problem:  rodent infestation

A.  Stories (Always start with stories to define the issue our way.  Personal,  


Emotional, subjective)   
· Rats in yard – who will tell?

· Afraid to let children play in yard – who will tell?
· Taking out garbage is scary – who will tell?
· Other?
B.  Fact sheet – who will present?  (This sheet contains relevant info that supports 
your case.)
4.  What do we want?  (Move from describing problem to selecting solutions.  Demands should be specific and contain a time line.)


A.  We want a comprehensive, house by house extermination of all properties



bounded by Ward, Hillside, Grant, and Elm Streets starting on Friday?  



Who will present?


B.  We want the open sewer line on the corner of Park Street and Park Terrace 



repaired starting tomorrow?  Who will present?


C.  Other?

5.  Who can give us what we want? (Organizer should find out who fulfills this role ahead of time.)


A.  Jose Martino, Health Director, City of Hartford – Who will sign letter of 



invitation?  (Always invite the person who can give what you want.  The 



organizer should know this information and name the person on the 



agenda.)


B.  Who will sign the letter of invitation?


C.  Other?

6.  Date, time, place for meeting?  (Be sure to avoid check days, religious holidays.  Try


to hold the meeting as close to home turf as possible.)
7.  Do we want to invite the press to the meeting?  Who will contact?

8.  Who will chair the meeting?

9.  How do we get as many people there as possible? (People volunteer for tasks during


the meeting in front of others.  Their names are recorded so that the group can 


later evaluate which leaders performed their tasks responsibly.  Good idea to use



a large sheet so that everyone can see the responsibilities.)

A.  Flyers – who will help?


B.  Phone calls – who will help?


C.  Mailing – who will help?


D.  Church announcements – who will help?


E.  Other?

10.  What-ifs: (If you run out of time, set up another meeting to do this.  It’s best to role play these contingencies.  Do not skip.)


A.  Martino refuses to meet with us?


B.  Martino sends a low level employee who cannot make decisions?


C.  He says he has no money or manpower to put on this job?


D.  He says that can do these things but as soon as we would like?


E.  He says yes!?


F.  He says that if he does for us, everyone else will want the same thing?


G.  He says, “Who are you to tell me what to do?”


F.  He says that the problem is caused by us not taking care of our garbage?


G.  Other?

11.  Other? (Always put this on the agenda as a catch-all.  Can be used by the chair to 


keep the group on the agenda.)
Notes on the Planning Meeting Agenda

1.  This agenda is different from most agendas.  It is not a topical agenda.  It is very directive and forces people to make decisions.  Questions are all over the agenda.

2.  This agenda format provides for decisions reflecting the two feet of organizing:  issue and organization building.  People who volunteer are making commitments to the group, not just to the organizer.  The can then evaluate members on their performance.  This testing process is critical as the group selects its leaders. 

3.  Often time runs out before the group addresses Item 10, the What-ifs. If that should happen, schedule another meeting to review these and, if possible, to role play the responses.  This is important.  Any skilled bureaucrat or politician can smell weakness and use it to divide the group and get off the hook themselves.  The group is stronger when they have thought through contingencies are prepared to deal with them.    

4.  The room should be arranged to facilitate communication among the participants – a circle, square or oval configuration. 

5.  Decisions at a planning meeting made by the group cannot be overridden by individual leaders at a later date.  It is important that everyone understands these rules and plays by them. Individuals who don’t should not be given leadership positions.   

6.  It is the organizer’s job to insure that people have what they need in order to complete the tasks they assumed.  The organizer should check with people to make sure that there are no problems and things are moving as planned. The organizer should meet with each person who volunteered to speak at the meeting to review their presentation.


