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I saw a survey in the Wall Street Journal, that 98% of people agreed that half 
their time in business meetings is totally wasted. There is too much to do to 
waste time at meetings. The cost of the people attending and not doing other 
important work is high. Not to mention that group process can be torturous. In 
researching my book, Dealing With People You Can’t Stand, How to Bring Out 
the Best in People at Their Worst (McGraw-Hill), I found that business meet-
ings can easily bring out people’s worst behaviors. However, never fear, I have 
a tried-and-true strategy that will actually make your meetings more effective, 
shorter, and fun.

Focus

The magic word for meetings is focus. Everyone needs to focus on the same 
thing, at the same time, in the same way. This starts before the actual meeting 
by circulating an agenda ahead of time. The agenda clearly states the topics/
items to be addressed and the time frame set for each agenda item. (You will 
receive an Art of the Agenda article in your next installment). At the meeting, 
we need an erasable visual device, e.g. a whiteboard, blackboard, or best of 
all, a computer hooked up to a TV monitor that everyone can see.

The Magic of the Topic Box & the Process Box

On the “visual device” we draw a “Topic Box” and a “Process Box.” The 
purpose of the topic and process boxes is to keep us focused. Whatever topic 
is being discussed at the moment goes in the topic box. We change it as the 
topic changes. In the process box we write the process that is being used at 
the moment in relation to the topic. We agree to speak only to the topic, using 
the process specified. One of the participants at the meeting is assigned the 
role of “Air Traffic Controller”. They are responsible for maintaing the white-
board.

Processes

Whatever process we are using must always have a time limit. Therefore, we 
will write a number next to it in the process box to represent the minutes we 
will spend doing that process. There are six different processes that we can 
use for our process box. Three processes are typically used for generating and 
analyzing ideas; they are Brainstorming, Matching, and Mismatching.
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Brainstorming: We put out ideas without any qualification, restriction, or com-
ment by others.

Matching: We state only what we like about the current idea.

Mismatching: We state only what we don’t like about the current topic,

During matching or mismatching, the idea should be written on a flip chart 
with a line down the middle. In one column put all the matches and in the oth-
er all the mismatches. Or if using a computer hooked to a TV monitor, use an 
outlining program to create a heading representing the idea, then subhead-
ings for matching and mismatching where the actual matches and mismatches 
are listed. Note that you never match and mismatch at the same time, this only 
invites a shooting gallery or a tug-of-war.

Presentation: In this process a person makes a presentation (idea, proposal, 
report, etc.) to the group without interruption or questions.

Question	and	Answer: This process usually follows a presentation. It is when 
we ask questions of the presenter and the presenter answers.

Discussion: This is when we all give our opinions.

Rating	/	Voting:  Let’s say we have 5 ideas on a flip chart and want to rate what 
the group thinks the relative level of importance is of those ideas. We could 
ask each attendee to assign a number from 1 - 5 in terms of priority each of the 
items. Then we would tabulate the results. Voting is simply, “How many think 
A? How many think B?”

Mini	Agendas:  A mini agenda describes an order and process by which we 
deal with a specific topic. (However, we would still perform them one at a 
time.) For example, the floor is about to be turned over to the head of the 
PR committee. The topic is “The PR Report.” The chair asks that person what 
process to use. She could say, “I would like to report to you for five minutes 
uninterrupted, then handle your questions for five minutes, and then vote on 
this particular issue.” If that is acceptable to the group, then “presentation,” 
followed by “Question and Answer,” followed by “vote” are written in the pro-
cess box with their respective time limits.
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Speaking Order - The “Q”

On one side of the white board you should maintain some space to keep 
a Queue, a list of who is going to speak. If you wish to get on the list while 
someone is talking, just raise your finger to be added. It will be the Air Traffic 
Controller’s responsibility to maintain the Q. 

This way, everyone is relaxed and can listen to each other, rather than con-
centrating on the speaker’s breathing so they can jump in to speak their piece 
before anyone else. Passive people won’t compete to speak. They will just 
withdraw. These are the people you never hear from. But once there is a Q, it 
completely eliminates competition to speak. The more assertive people relax 
and listen to the speaker because they know their turn is coming and the more 
passive people begin to contribute because they don’t have to fight to be 
heard.

Time Limits

Each agenda item must have a realistic time frame and there must be a time 
limit for speaking when on the Q. I would suggest 2 minutes or less for any 
time being on the Q. People may recycle on the Q as many times as they have 
something to say. The third process person is the “Pilot”. They are replace 
“the Chair”. The Pilot is the primary timekeeper paying attention to how long 
people speak when on the Q as well as the overall time of agenda items. At 
some point the pilot will close the Q so that the people who are listed have 
a chance to speak, but the discussions close on time to move onto the next 
agenda item or end the meeting. For example, let’s say there are six people 
on the Q and we are allowing 2 minutes per person. That is a commitment of 
12 minutes. If the Pilot sees that this discussion needs to conclude in 15 min-
utes to stay on schedule they will turn to the Air Traffic Controller and tell her 
to close the Q. You never want to cut people off who have something to say, 
but at some point discussions must end to stay on schedule.

Recording

During any of the processes it is critical to summarize and write each person’s 
contribution in a sentence or two on a flip chart, or in a document on a com-
puter projected onto a screen all can see. This serves a number of important 
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functions. It serves as acknowledgment of what people contribute to a meet-
ing, and cuts down on repetitions. Have you ever heard someone repeat 
themselves? Have you? Have you? Have you? When you only communicate 
auditorily your message exists only in the moment you say it. If a person feels 
that a point is important, he may communicate it a number of times because 
he wants to keep it in the group mind. But if a person’s communication is 
saved visually so it can be seen by everyone, then that person doesn’t need to 
get into a repetitive loop. 

But wait there’s more, when you write down people’s different points of visu-
ally so all can see, it facilitates everyone to see a bigger picture and supports 
everyone in understanding each other’s points of view, thereby avoiding con-
flict, allowing for ideas that integrate multiple factors, and producing higher 
quality ideas. If some of the meeting participants are charged with taking the 
next steps on what the group discussed, we can cut and paste the discus-
sion summary into their email, or transcribe the notes on the flip chart, giving 
them a clear summary of the group’s thoughts. One participant is charged with 
maintaining the flip chart or computer projected onto a screen. He/she is the 
“Flight Recorder”.

Process People

There are three participants at the meeting who also have process responsibili-
ties.

1. The Air Traffic Controller. His/her responsibility is to maintain the topic & 
process boxes and the Q.

2. The Flight Recorder. His/her primary responsibility is to not let any idea 
or contribution get away. They are writing on a flip chart or a computer pro-
jected on a screen. Everyone must be able to see what they are writing and it 
is assumed he/she is capturing the speaker’s contribution correctly unless the 
speaker corrects the flight recorder. 

3. The Pilot. His/her primary responsibility is to make sure we arrive at our des-
tinations on time. He/she is the timekeeper for speaking time on the Q as well 
as making sure agenda items wrap up on time and the meeting ends on time. 
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The people playing these roles are also participants at the meeting. To con-
tribute they get on the Q to speak like anyone else. However if they have 
process comments, like the Pilot closing the Q or the Flight Recorder asking a 
speaker for clarification as to what to write then the process people may just 
speak. I suggest that the roles be rotated so everyone develops skill in taking 
responsibility for the meeting. 

There is really a fourth role that everyone else plays which is Co-Pilot. If the 
group strays off the topic or process, it is anyone’s responsibility to point it out 
to the group so that we get back on track. This is the only time it is okay to talk 
out of turn. Then we either get back to the topic and process or in some cases 
the group may adjust the topic and process boxes to reflect where they actu-
ally are, assuming that is what they need to do.

General Rules & Agreements

We respect each other.

We don’t interrupt, and speak only when recognized by the chair.

We do our best to integrate everyone’s point of view, and look for the best op-
tion rather than trying to be right.

Grunting or Auditory Signals for Agreement

An auditory signal that represents “agreement” should be agreed upon by 
the group. I suggest “grunting” to groups I work with. So when someone says 
something you agree with, you would “grunt” in acknowledgment. This is very 
useful because it gives the group an indication of the general “feeling” related 
to that idea. It also saves time because people don’t have to repeat what 
someone else says to point out that they agree. However, if we disagree, we 
say nothing. Instead, we raise our hand and wait our turn. If you don’t want to 
grunt you can establish another auditory signal for agreement. The Canadian 
Parliament raps on the table.

I have found that these simple rules can cut your meeting times in half, control 
people’s negative behaviors, and make meetings more productive.

This process can be 
delivered onsite in a 
day by Dr. Brinkman 
facilitating a number 
of teams in actual 
meetings and train-
ing facilitators to 
train others.

•	 Page	5	of	5

mailto:alana@rickbrinkman.com


© RICK BRINKMAN PRODUCTIONS, INC.
CONTACT US: Rick Brinkman Productions, Inc. 

http://rickbrinkman.com,  seminars@rickbrinkman.com  
In North America: 800-640-0848, International: +1 503-635-4145 

DR. RICK BRINKMAN

CONSCIOUS COMMUNICATION®

MEETING MAGIC 
Live training by Dr. Brinkman™

There is a great mystery that cries out to be solved: why are most meetings so 
awful, and what can we do to change them? According to a Wall St. Journal 
survey, 98% of people agreed that 50% of their time in business meetings is 
wasted. Over the last twenty years, Dr. Brinkman has developed and taught 
organizations how to have great meetings that are shorter, more effective and 
more enjoyable!

Dr. Brinkman’s compelling meeting tactics include learning how to:

•	Communicate in a way that bypasses conflict and creates an environment 
where everyone can really hear each other.

•	Make sure that the more aggressive types can’t dominate and the more 
passive types feel compelled to participate.

•	Appropriately involve people in decisions that affect their work.

•	Allow new ideas to evolve in a group process, instead of being shot down.

•	 Integrate people’s opinions and make it easier to make decisions.

•	Shorten meetings while getting more accomplished.

This seminar is ideal as a half-day session/breakout or a full-day that 
includes other useful material from the Conscious Communication program. 
Participants receive free course materials and can purchase the Meeting 
Magic book and other tools to help them apply what they’ve learned in their 
meetings.

This program can also be done by running an actual meeting, so participants 
learn the process by applying to their meetings. Multiple groups can be done 
in a day depending on the length of the meetings.

Dr. Brinkman will faciliatate and train people in the process.

Using Conscious Communication at Meetings to Bring Out the Best
in People, Maintain Focus, Meet Less and Do More!

We have had a 3 hour 
weekly meeting for years. 
The first time we did your 
process we got it done in 
one hour and got more 
accomplished at a higher 
quality. 

Wow.

– Don Anselm 
 Integrated Scheduling, 
 Boeing Aircraft & Missiles
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What is it? 
Conscious Communication is a behavior modification program that positively 
changes the way people relate to each other, thus improving outcomes in 
leadership, team building, internal and external relations, and organizational 
and personal performance.

 
Who will benefit? 
Conscious Communication can be applied to any level of an organization.

•	Executives use it to support leadership initiatives, especially in the areas 
of negotiation/conflict management and implementing organizational 
change.

•	Managers and supervisors use it to improve individual performance 
outcomes and to build stronger teams.

•	Personnel improve their understanding and ability to deal with people in a 
positive way in any situation.

 
Business Outcomes

1 Increased motivation and morale.

2 Increased trust and respect.

3 Increased retention.

4 Increased productivity.

 
Employee Outcomes

The focus is on gaining knowledge about why people act like they do and 
learning how to proactively influence relationships to meet organizational or 
individual objectives. Employees will learn how to:

•	Communicate in a manner that prevents problem behaviors from 
occurring.

•	Move people out of problem behaviors if they exhibit them.

•	Positively influence the behavior of their sphere of contacts on a daily 
basis.

•	Set a positive example for good communication.

DR. RICK BRINKMAN

CONSCIOUS COMMUNICATION

You were… terrific, sensa-
tional, dramatic, funny, 
entertaining, thought 
provoking, educational, 
spectacular, and the hit of 
the program. Our people 
loved you and as a meet-
ing planner, I love that!

– Michelle Morgan 
 Executive Director 
 Leisure Tours
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Conscious Communication is based on the belief that good 
communication skills are the foundation of relationships 
and the lifeblood of effective leadership, teamwork, and 
organizational performance.
 
In general, people’s leadership and organizational effectiveness are a result 
of their ability to communicate. Employees need to be able to clarify expec-
tations, provide feedback, and hold difficult conversations, all in a way that 
motivates a positive change in behavior.

Conscious Communication separates “personality” from “behavior”. Behavior 
is whatever people are presenting in the moment. Personality is a generaliza-
tion people make based on the behavior they observe. Someone may act very 
pushy at work, but their colleagues don’t realize what a pushover they become 
in a different context or a different relationship. When people rely on “person-
ality” then they assume that is the way people are and there is no changing 
them. Once we realize that people engage in different behaviors based on 
their needs in the moment, stress level, and reactions to the people around 
them, it becomes possible to understand that we can influence their behavior 
and bring out the best in them.

Conscious Communication teaches people how to consistently use commu-
nication on purpose to get the results that they want. It is very easy to take 
communication for granted. We have something to say, we say it, and we 
assume the other person understands. Unfortunately, unconsciously commu-
nicating can trigger behaviors such as whining, negativity, attacks, tantrums, 
and withdrawal. By paying attention and applying Conscious Communication 
techniques, we can avoid making the behavior worse and move the person out 
of the difficult behavior.

The Lens of Understanding* 

separates personality from 

behavior. 

Behavior is whatever people 

are presenting in the moment. 

Personality is a generalization we 

make based on the behavior we 

observe.

*The Lens of Understanding is from the book Dealing With People You Can’t Stand, How 

to Bring Out the Best in People at Their Worst (Brinkman & Kirschner, McGraw-Hill 1994, 

2nd edition 2002)
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Effective use of Conscious Communication can raise productivity and save 
money. The cost of unconscious communication often goes uncalculated. 
Consider email misunderstandings, how much time is lost being concerned 
about it, trying to work it out, and clarifying what everyone really meant? When 
people work together, each interaction sets up the next. If a person perceives 
negativity from someone, that person may already be on the defensive in 
the next interaction and that defensiveness in and of itself can cause further 
misunderstanding. People with Conscious Communication training consider 
the big picture relationship with others and realize that the effort they put into 
effective communication is an investment in future relations and will result in 
saved time. 

Communication is like a phone number, you need all the digits and you 
need them in the right order to get through. The Conscious Communication 
behavioral model teaches strategies (phone numbers) that work in 
communication and result in people proactively influencing relationships to 
being out the best in people. 

Why Dr. Rick Brinkman?

Dr. Rick Brinkman literally wrote the book on communication. His book, 
Dealing With People You Can’t Stand, How to Bring Out the Best in People at 
Their Worst (Brinkman & Kirschner, McGraw-Hill 1994, 2nd edition 2002) has 
been an international bestseller for over a decade. It has been translated into 
seventeen languages, and is available in English in 20 other countries. It is 
used as a text for communication courses at many colleges. He is the author of 
numerous other books and video and audio training programs.

As a keynoter and trainer for over 20 years, he is known for his unique style 
of educating through entertainment to make the program engaging and the 
material memorable. He has worked extensively with companies in the United 
States, Europe and Asia. 

More information can be found at www.rickbrinkman.com.
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