
                                                                                                                                  
                                                                                                                                   

 

 

 

How to be a Masterful Chair 

Introduction 
A good Chair makes the difference between an optimally functioning board or committee and one that achieves less 

than expected or struggles.  A Chair must be fair-minded, an effective facilitator of group dynamics, and a guardian of 

good governance processes so that the board or committee operates with integrity.  The Chair:   

 Sets the meeting agenda with input from others  

 Ensures members have the information needed to discuss a matter and make decisions  

 Manages the meeting and ensures items are covered  

 Ensures that everyone has a chance to contribute and that there is constructive discussion  

A Chair also: 

 Ensures  constructive relationships amongst Board members 

 Encourages, supports, and disciplines members (in absence of a defined mechanism) 

A board Chair is: 

 Official spokesperson of the Board 

 Chair of member/shareholder AGM & special meeting. 

Eli Minna, board effectiveness consultant and meeting management expert, says a board or committee is like a 

construction zone.  An effective board or committee meeting pools the knowledge of its members, professional staff 

and advisors.  Everyone builds the truth together.  The product of this should be better decisions.   When all members 

are engaged in a genuine shared decision-making process, more of them will arrive at the same destination together.  

Active and engaged participants are better able to support decisions even if they don’t meet with every person’s 

hopes and expectations.   Chairs are mandated to facilitate discussion and decisions   

http://www.elimina.com/
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Chair Dos and Don’ts  

 DO  DON’T 
Before the Meeting - Agenda  

 Ensure staff have right items on the draft agenda. Ensure the agenda 
has the right time allocations.  Put important discussions first so most 
important issues will not be cut short if time pressures arise. 

 Ensure scheduled breaks –more than 1/5-2 hours of continuous sitting 
is tough. 

 Consolidate routine items, committee reports, and other non-
controversial motions into a “consent agenda.”  Any member can 
request to pull an item out into the regular agenda.  Otherwise this 
agenda contents can be passed in one motion at the beginning of the 
meeting. 

 Discuss with the CEO and those persons presenting or leading items 
the objective for each item, the time allocation ensuring that 
presentations are interactive and do not consume discussion time, 
and any foreseeable questions or concerns. (This is an opportunity for 
the Chair to request additional information be provided to the Board, 
or to consider bringing in speakers and resources to inform the 
conversation, spark debate, etc.)   

 Get crystal clear on what the group is being asked to do, the end point 
of each item.  Is discussion required? Define the substantive issues 
that the group should address.  Is it approving a report, or simply 
receiving it? Will the board/committee have option to refer the 
matter to a committee? Know the scenarios. 

 Cue up draft motions to reduce wordsmithing at the meeting  

 Plan how to frame the discussion: how to introduce the item, stating 
its purpose or importance to the organization, and phrasing the 
opening question. This sets the tone, can clarify the issues and leads 
to open and thoughtful discussion.  Be brief.  

 Decide how to approach a topic: a free-form discussion, presentation 
and then key questions, structured input such as turn-taking, a time-
limited brainstorming session, or a more analytical approach 
identifying key issues, etc. 

• Send pre-read materials at the 
last minute, giving insufficient 
time for participants to read 
them. 

• Allow items to go on the 
agenda without sufficient 
information to debate and 
decide. 

• Include items that are not yet 
ripe for debate and decision-
making. 

• Wait till the last minute.  
• Fail to ask staff for input in a 

timely way.  
 

Before the Meeting – Arrangements and Details 
 Ensure that all participants have the meeting materials in advance. 

 If face to face, arrive early to make sure that the meeting room is set 
up (sufficient chairs, tables in the right formation, audiovisual 
requirements in place, catering if any, etc.) 

 Have name tags or tent cards made. 

 Check with staff who is attending and not so you can properly express 
regrets – or make arrangements for them  to teleconference in. 

 Ensure the recorder has what he/she needs. 

 Equipment all working? 

 Get a glass of water perhaps.   

 Provide a 2 minute warning to the start of the meeting  

• Ignore people coming in 
because you are too busy 
looking at your notes.   

• Have overly long documents 
when shorter pithier ones will 
do.  

• Assume equipment is set up 
and working  

• Arrive late. 
• Let people sit in the same 

place all the time. 
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 DO  DON’T 
At the Beginning of the Meeting  

 Put a timepiece in front of you or be able to see a clock.  Keep an eye 
on the time, or appoint a timekeeper to flag when the allocation of 
time for an item is approaching an end.  

 Start on time.  

 Welcome all. Thank everyone for their presence and attention, 
speaking to the importance of the work.  This sets tone. 

 Introductions as needed.  Recognize if a member has made an 
exceptional contribution both for the member’s benefit and as an 
example to the rest of what is valued. 

 Refer to agenda and if time limits, as guidance for all, and establish 
any other ground rules (identifying conflicts of interest, or putting 
away/shutting off electronic devices, etc.)   

 Identify specific goals/deliverables for the meeting if significant in the 
agenda.  This creates a sense of challenge and excitement that there is 
important work ahead.  

 Consider posting a “parking lot” for topics that are off-agenda 

 Create your own “action list” so you can sum up at end… 

• Delay starting the meeting by 
more than 5 minutes due to 
latecomers. 

•  

During the Meeting 
 Communicate clearly – be deliberate and thoughtful. Words matter.  

Not too many needed.  This is where your planning above comes in.  
Concisely say what you need to then STOP!  

 Thank presenters for their work to prepare and present.  

 Ensure motions are captured correctly – that the recorder has what 
he/she needs.  

 Identify additional information needed to make decisions.  

 If a matter needs further background work, refer back to staff or to a 
sub-group/committee. 

 Use formal meeting procedure when required but sparingly.  Sample 
Rules of Order: https://www.utgsu.ca/wp-
content/uploads/2011/08/Bourinots-Rules-at-a-Glance.pdf. These 
procedures apply to Board meetings but are not normally used in 
Committee. 

• Let time be absorbed by 
reading reports that 
could/should be read in 
advance. 

• Let things slow down.   
• Dominate discussions yourself 

because you have more 
background.   

Managing Discussion  
 Maintain steady meeting flow.  Remind participants of the purpose for 

each item on the agenda and what the group is being asked to decide 
or accomplish 

 Pace listening and questioning during a meeting to advance things.  

 Clarify the issues you think the board is hearing – check for agreement 
on these (take quick notes unobtrusively if that helps you organize the 
elements). 

 To get back on track, refer people back to the intent of the discussion.  

 Recognize good advancing questions from others.  

 Summarize agreements and check for assent inviting verbal feedback 
and reading non-verbal cues.  

• Rush through decisions with 
little or no debate. 

• Allow anyone to lecture or go 
on too long.  

• Let the discussion drift into 
too much operational detail or 
irrelevant matters. 

• Tolerate disruptive or abusive 
behaviour. 

• Ignore dissenting views in 
favour of the majority as they 
could represent significant 

https://www.utgsu.ca/wp-content/uploads/2011/08/Bourinots-Rules-at-a-Glance.pdf
https://www.utgsu.ca/wp-content/uploads/2011/08/Bourinots-Rules-at-a-Glance.pdf
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 DO  DON’T 
 Ask probing questions to solicit diverse opinions, uncover concerns or 

perspectives, and finally guide the conversation towards finding 
common ground.  

 Call upon those who are less verbal – “Do they wish to comment?” 

 If discussions become off-topic, redirect to a parking lot sheet to keep 
the meeting focused  

 Alert people to the near-end of the time allotment to an item. 

 Summarize final results of the discussion on an item so all are clear  

liabilities. 
• Always ask the same people. 
• Never call on silent ones.  

Nonverbal Communication  
 Watch for nonverbal cues in a person's eyes, facial expression, body 

position, and gesture. A shaking head, rolling eyes, frowning, 
fidgeting, or even a closed stance (arms crossed) can be an indicator 
that there are unspoken perspectives that should be brought into the 
open. 

 Recognize how the qualities of a participant's voice communicate 
nonverbally. 

 Be aware that you are communicating nonverbally too! 

• Ignore non-verbal signals of 
confusion or disagreement. 

• Communicate lack of 
openness or interest with your 
own non-verbal cues. 

At the End of the Meeting  
 Go over the key decisions, action items (including person responsible 

and due date). 

 Consider inviting short final comment on the meeting but no new 
issues as closure.  

 Close the meeting crisply and positively… statesmanlike and with 
gratitude to peers and staff.  Thank those who organized the meeting 
and made arrangements. 

 While still fresh, make notes immediately to plan the next meeting 
capturing tabled/deferred/follow up items. 

 If a written meeting evaluation, then encourage this last thing to do 
before leaving. 

• Allow the meeting to linger on 
past the scheduled time. 

• End the meeting on a negative 
note. 

• Capture “who said what” and 
extraneous details in minutes. 

After the Meeting  
• Follow-up on action items and start to plan the next meeting. 
• Consider a thank you email which reminds people of main conclusions, 

action needed and affirms why the work was important. 

• Disappear between meetings. 

 

About Teleconferences/Web conferences 

 Before the meeting, test any new technology.  

 Use web conferencing software to add the visual element if possible.  

 Start your speakers list as people log on so you remember who is on 
the call. 

 Be prepared to make your voice a little stronger and more animated 
than usual as the medium needs extra oomph.  Gestures if on video. 

 Have people identify themselves in advance of their comments and 
questions.  

 Project materials if possible – this helps keep people from going 
elsewhere on their computer. 

• Have telephone meetings over 
two hours; it is difficult to hold 
attention that long. 

• Assume people know who is 
speaking. 

• Jump into silences. 
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 DO  DON’T 
 If there is silence, be more patient than it feels comfortable.  You 

don’t have to rescue – others may be waiting too and don’t want to be 
first.  You can say “Please … anyone on this? Go ahead” to give more 
time and break the tension.  Be patient again.  Then check.  Consider if 
the silence means assent or should you go round the virtual table to 
give verbal consent?  Say, “Can I assume because there are no 
comments/questions that the group is comfortable?”  A couple of 
people are likely to respond yes or no… allowing you to go on.  

 Use a speakers list. Go down the list asking each person by name if 
they have any comment.  Tell them “No comment is fine but we want 
to give everyone the chance to have input.”   Do this at least once 
during a meeting … for important items… and ideally early on. 

Dealing with difficult people 
Difficult behaviours impair a board or committee by disrupting meetings, distracting everyone and preventing 

business from being done. These responses will help: 

• Approach the individual(s) involved after the meeting to point out the impact the behaviour is causing.  

• Ask if the individual is facing any underlying issues that are leading to the behaviour. 

• Remind participants of the “ground rules” for meetings at the beginning of the next meeting. 

Disruptive Behaviours 
Overbearing 
These individuals dominate a discussion and may intimidate others with their forceful approach.  Reasons for this 

behaviour amongst other reasons could be wanting to look well-informed or important, poor listening skills, poor 

understanding of the intent of a meeting which is to hear all members’ opinions and wanting to advance a personal 

agenda.  The Chair needs tact and firm confidence to keep control and restrain this person.   

• Look for an opportunity to break in. Thank them for their contribution. Tell them you have heard and 

appreciate their input, then turn to others and ask for other input on the item.  

• A hand signal palm up (“stop”) with a smile can convey that you need them to hold their participation at that 

point.  “Let me hold you there…” is a great phrase that sounds polite and firm both. 

• Say “In fairness, we need to hear from those who have not yet spoken on this.”  

• Consider providing feedback immediately following the meeting.  

Argumentative 
Healthy debate that brings new ways of seeing an issue. However, sometimes a meeting can be derailed by 

participants debating points that are off-topic or unimportant. This behaviour may indicate general dissatisfaction 

with the organization or a person’s role, an agenda or issue that dominates their thinking, or a desire for to appear 

strong and be “right.” The Chair must: 

• Turn the argument into positive conflict by re-framing and asking a constructive “going forward” question. 

• Invite others to weigh in. 

• Remind everyone of the purpose of the item. 

• If an argument turns into a personal attack, intervene immediately.  State that verbal abuse is not tolerated 
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and that respectful dialogue is the expectation.  If repeated, this behaviour should be followed by disciplinary 

action.  

• Provide the person feedback immediately following the meeting.  

Checking out 
It is frustrating for others when some people are distracted, attending other business while in the meeting. The Chair 

should: 

• Establish the ground rule of no checking of devices during the meeting.  

• Ensure that breaks are provided so people can attend to their business without disrupting the meeting. 

• When side conversations occur, end them by saying their names, throat-clearing, making eye contact, 

stopping the meeting (having everyone else go quiet), and/or asking one of them for their opinion.  

• Remind repeat offenders that all discussions should be at the group level. 

How to Work with Staff 

Before the Meeting 
Staff typically help organize the meeting, contribute agenda items, prepares reports on key activities, and assembles 

pre-read materials. The Chair should: 

• While staff may do the “heavy lifting” to create the agenda, ensure as the Chair it covers what it needs to.  

• Request materials with sufficient lead time for their preparation. 

• Invite their input on how to handle items. 

• Ask staff for clarification on items. 

During the Meeting 
Staff are a resource in the decision-making process. Staff have first-hand knowledge of what is going on in the 

organization on a day-to-day basis, so their input is key to making good decisions. The Chair should: 

• Highlight staff achievements and thank them during the meeting. 

• Make sure staff are included in the discussion where appropriate. 

• Seek their input where expertise could be useful.  

• Ensure staff input does not overshadow others input.  

After the Meeting 
Staff provide continuity and have a good grasp of many aspects of the work.  A good Chair takes advantage.  The Chair 

should: 

• Review the decisions and action items with staff after the meeting and determine the follow-ups, who will do 

them and when. 

• Start to plan the next meeting together. 

• Have a scheduled check-in between meetings as part of maintaining momentum for initiatives and a good 

working relationship.  

• Be available if any difficulties in reaching or working with other members of the board/committee. 

• Ensure notes get done and out to participants. 

Contact us: www.theaccountabilitygroup.com 

http://www.theaccountabilitygroup.com/

