
Project Team Meetings: Progress or Problem?

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

Volume XXI |  No. 3  | July 2012 

Charisma isn’t character.  
 
But it is a much-sought-after trait in leaders, especially 
in a high-tech, “we need it yesterday” business world. 
  
In fact, charisma is so important in today’s business 
world that an instrument the size of a corporate ID 
badge suspended on a cord that is worn around one’s 
neck all day long at work actually measures one’s 
charisma.  It’s called a “Sociometer,” developed at MIT, 
and it accurately measures the degrees of charisma 
that leaders and potential leaders are perceived to 
possess by the various audiences they meet with and 
present to every day.   
 
In 2012 – an election year – candidates for the position 
of Leader of the Free World are secretly seeking 
training in how to exude the charisma necessary to 
propel them to the White House.  Why?  Because 
human behavior response studies show that charisma 
actually supersedes other highly-desirable leadership 
qualities that are crucial to success, such as 
experience, accomplishments, and yes, even 
character, when it comes to persuading staff people 
and volunteers to work on your behalf and inspiring 
passion in others to follow your lead and support your 
ideas.  Charisma is the Number One trait that leads 
hopeful candidates to their ultimate goal:  Electability. 
 
Charisma in today’s business world has been defined 
as just the right balance between Strength, Warmth, 
and Humor.  Staff people know charisma when they 
see it, and they are inspired and stirred to action by it.  
Steve Jobs had it.  George Clooney has it.  Ronald 
Reagan had it, as does former President Bill Clinton.  
When a leader lacks charisma, it can, and often does, 
cost him the trust and support of his followers.  And 
during a crisis situation, it can even cost a leader his 
job, as it did recently in the Northeast for the President 
of a utility company, in the wake of the October 
Nor’easter that placed nearly 1 million Connecticut 
residents in the dark for over a week.  The executive’s 
on-air media appearances portrayed him to be stiff, ill-
informed, and seemingly non-caring about the plight of 
his customers who were left without power and heat for 
days.   
   

 
 
In a time of crisis, he lacked the passion and empathy 
that would connect him with his customers.  The result 
was massive outrage, and a perceived lack of 
leadership at the top.   If the executive had charisma, he 
may still have his high-profile position today. Instead, he 
resigned under intense pressure from both the media 
and the people his company serves.   
 
Charisma has become so important in today’s visual, 
high-tech world of work that major corporations are 
seeking training for their leaders and potential leaders in 
developing it.  But, can charisma actually be taught?  
Or, is it an innate ability that cannot be imparted to the 
masses?   
 
Just as effective public speaking can be taught – 
Toastmaster’s is an international organization that 
“teaches” people how to overcome their fear of public 
speaking, and present effectively  – it is widely believed 
that charisma can indeed be taught:  to a point.  
Introverts cannot be taught to become extroverts:  
however, body language, vocal tonality, eye contact, 
appropriate hand gestures – all these are important 
elements in developing and delivering messages in 
charismatic fashion.   
 
Learning Dynamics is making this increasingly 
important leadership attribute an important part of our 
communications programs.  Because, although 
charisma isn’t character, it is an important element in 
inspiring others to follow your lead.  And inspiring 
passion in a person, a project or an important initiative 
is the key to realizing and maintaining success.   
 

Have you heard about our new division, Faith 
Dynamics? At Faith Dynamics, we understand that 

Church Leadership is a demanding business.  Our highly-
trained consultants offer an average of 15 years of 
experience in implementing successful faith-based 

initiatives in congregations country-wide.  

To learn more, visit 
http://www.learningdynamics.com/training-faith-

dynamics.htm
or call 203-265-7499 ext. 208.  
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“Inoculation Theory” Generally 
Doesn’t Work 

 

It is not uncommon for new clients who approach 
us at Learning Dynamics to verbalize a belief that 
training works somewhat the same as medical 
inoculation. We call the situation “Inoculation 
Theory.”  Here’s how it is defined: 
 
Leaders within an organization believe that training 
should be like preventive medicine.  Get all your 
shots before you get sick and you won’t get sick. 
Send people to training that might (or might not) 
have generic applicability within their job functions 
and by doing so prevent any future performance 
problems from happening.  Train everyone on a 
set of generic knowledge that will inform the 
participants of the right behavior to use whenever 
the situation warrants it.  
 
By extension, this theory also means that once a 
person has had their “shot” of that knowledge, 
they’ll never need it again, or at least not for 
several years. Once you have been given the 
knowledge (serum to prevent mistakes) you’ll 
always have it and it will protect both you and your 
employer.  
 
One of our consultants was previously the Director 
of Training and Development for an entire division 
of a large Fortune 500 company. His position was 
a new one, reporting directly to the CEO of the 
division. Every Tuesday the CEO had a senior 
staff meeting with updates, reporting and 
occasionally public criticism. The new Training 
Director was warned by his peers to keep a low  
 

 
 
profile during those meetings to avoid the 
sometime difficult critical scrutiny that sooner or 
later everyone present will have experienced.  
They were generally high stress meetings.  
 
As the new director sat in his very first meeting, 
the CEO announced that a whole new set of 
performance guidelines had been sent out to all 
300 sales reps. Those guidelines included 
significant changes in the way performance would 
be tracked and how subsequent rewards would be 
delivered. The sales reps were instructed to read 
the 200-page booklet and alter their performance 
accordingly. The CEO concluded this 
announcement with the statement, “All they really 
need is information transfer. The right information 
will dictate the right behavior.” 
 
The new Training Director was in a very difficult 
position. Finally, after weighing the risk versus the 
potential to prevent massive noncompliance, he 
raised his hand and said, “Since we now have a 
person on board who is supposed to be 
knowledgeable about information transfer and its 
resulting behavior, I think you’d be surprised to see 
that the research says that knowledge transfer 
alone won’t work to dictate behavior. Without 
specific training on the application of the new 
information, the risk for ineffective behavior is too 
high. There is simply too much at stake. “ 
 
 
     (OVER) 

 
 

(OVER)
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Surely, one of the more challenging situations 
that employees face at work is to be assigned 
(or volunteering) to be a member of a project 
team. Regardless of the situation of the project 
or its vitality for the company, the automatic 
understanding when an employee is placed on a 
project team is that they will complete their own 
job duties while adding the duties associated 
with the project team. It is no wonder that these 
project team assignments are often considered 
problematic for project team members. Even when 
team members are excited and motivated to work 
on an important project, that still doesn’t change 
the need for the demanding skills of balancing time 
and effort between their regular job duties and 
those of the project. 

Over the years, we’ve helped literally hundreds of 
project leaders and project teams to navigate the 
demands that projects warrant. We have heard the 
team members laments and their frustration over 
the time demands associated with meeting project 
deadlines.

Perhaps the loudest of those complaints from 
project team members center around project team 
meetings. We hear team members tell us that 
there are too many meetings, that they take too 
long, that they aren’t well organized or managed 
and that they often actually slow the project work 
down rather than expedite it. Our approach to 
helping project leaders through the challenge of 
team-meeting planning is based on the principles 
of effective meeting management, customized a 
bit to fit the project structure.

With a bit of introspective analysis, it is reasonable 
to view well-managed projects as comprised 

of just two elements: a good plan and effective 
communication associated with that plan. Our 
guidelines for well-managed project team 
meetings follow those two components carefully.

Here is some of the focus that minimizes the 
reluctance and resistance to project team 
meetings:

How long will your meeting run?  This can be 
assessed from: your agenda, the time when team 
members are most available, and a reasonable 
decision about how much material can be 
absorbed in the meeting.  

There is also a trust and integrity factor 
associated with meeting duration. If our meeting 
announcement says the meeting will be one hour, 
then at the one-hour mark or maybe a few minutes 
prior, the meeting leader needs to let people have 
a guilt-free opportunity to leave. 
 
 “Before we go on, I see that we are just about 
up to our stated meeting time, and I respect your 
time management demands. If you need to leave, 
I understand, and we will connect with you later 
to catch you up on what you missed. I suspect 
that we have perhaps 15 or 20 minutes remaining 
for our agenda, and if you can stay, I would really 
appreciate it.”

The agenda should be as detailed as possible 
and sent to team members prior to the meeting. 
Aside from serving as a subtle reminder, it also 
shows the team that the leader has a thought-
out, careful purpose for the meeting. Sometimes 
the agenda can be timed per item, based on 
the leader’s assumption about how much time 
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 The Advantage of Acknowlegment
Many creative and astute supervisors have 
figured out that simple, no- or low-cost 
acknowledgement for their employees’ work 
pays big dividends. Of course, many companies 
have wisely created formal programs that are 
designed to praise and reward high performers. 
Yet, the simple day-to-day effort that employees 
deliver is often accepted as “what’s expected” 
and not praised or recognized.

We have had too many discussions with 
supervisors who insist that regular praise and 
simple rewards are not only not needed but can 
slow the work down. Fortunately, there is no 
research to support that position, and typically it 
is the result of not having received any praise or 
acknowledgement before they were promoted to 
supervisor.

So, let’s see what we can do to highlight the 
performance of your employees when they have 
successfully completed their job tasks:

Focused Praise:
Let’s imagine for a moment that you are 
dissatisfied with a behavior of one of your staff. 
You know that you need to talk about the 
problem with the employee. So, as a good 
supervisor, you would first collect data that 
demonstrates the poor behavior, because 
doing so helps separate your subjective opinion 
or comments from data-driven feedback. You 
would then discuss the specifics of the employee’s 
poor behavior with the employee.

Watch what happens when you use that same 
discipline for praise when an employee is doing 
it right. 

Employees are happy to hear an “atta boy” from 
the boss. It feels good and certainly feels better 
than criticism. But the goal in the delivery of 
praise is replication. When the praise is focused 
and detailed, the positive result of the praise 
motivates the employee to repeat the praised 
behavior. When the boss can tie the behavior to 
positive results for the company, the employee 
has an increased likelihood to try to repeat the 
behavior.

Perhaps it might sound like this. “Gwen, nice job 
on the phone with that upset customer. There 
were four behaviors you demonstrated that I 
thought were especially effective. First of all, you 
never reacted to the customer’s anger. You let 
him vent. The second plus for you was after the 
venting, you convinced the customer that he had 
called the right person to get his issue resolved 
even though his call was not due to an error in 
our department. Thirdly, you asked for his 
permission to put him on a short hold (never 
more than 2-3 minutes) while you connected 
with the right department and prepped them for 
the call transfer. Finally, you stayed on the call 
until the other staff member connected with the 
customer.”

The likelihood is that Gwen will replicate those 
behaviors. In fact, she probably will go looking 
for situations when she can do it again. This 
effort costs the company nothing and the results 
are powerful. 

In an interesting study, it was shown that when 
an employee learns about a specific weakness 
in their performance that is communicated to 
them carefully and compassionately, the employee 
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an item warrants. Items on the agenda can also 
have specific team members names to present an 
item to minimize the likelihood that the leader will 
dominate the meeting.

Once the leader is clear on what he/she wants to 
accomplish, then each agenda item can be tallied 
and the meeting duration identified. If the total tally 
is longer than is reasonable, then the leader can
prioritize which items are most vital now and which
can wait until the next meeting.

Establishing meeting objectives is the answer to 
team members’ questions: Why should I go to this 
meeting? What do we expect to accomplish? How 
does the meeting content relate to the Project 
Plan?

We have seen very effective agendas with the 
objectives of the meeting stated up front and 
prominently. Remember that the Project Plan 
drives everything about the project and there 
should be a direct connection between the Plan 
and the reasons and content for this meeting.

Before the close of the meeting, someone 
attending should be prepared to summarize what 
was accomplished during the meeting. This person 
can often be assigned prior to the meeting, so 
they know it will be their responsibility to offer the 
summary. Often this person is responsible for the 
meeting minutes as well. The minutes should be 
posted for all team members as soon as possible 
after the meeting. The summary should include 
any specific assignments made during the meeting 
as well as any unresolved issues that require more 
time and research. 

Often, project leaders will follow-up the meeting 
with a bullet-point summary email to the team, 
perhaps with the date for the next meeting. This 
is especially effective to assure ownership of 
assignments made during the meeting.

Once a project leader has created a solid 
project plan, then the next requirement is the
communication and implementation of that 
plan. Effective project team meetings is a vital 
component of that communication process.
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It is not uncommon for new clients who approach 
us at Learning Dynamics to verbalize a belief that 
training works somewhat the same as medical 
inoculation. We call the situation “Inoculation
Theory.”  Here’s how it is defined: 

Leaders within an organization believe that training 
should be like preventive medicine. Get all your 
shots before you get sick and you won’t get sick.
Send people to training that might (or might not) 
have generic applicability within their job functions 
and by doing so prevent any future performance 
problems from happening.  Train everyone on a 
set of generic knowledge that will inform the 
participants of the right behavior to use whenever 
the situation warrants it.  

By extension, this theory also means that once a 
person has had their “shot” of that knowledge, 
they’ll never need it again, or at least not for 
several years. Once you have been given the
knowledge (serum to prevent mistakes) you’ll 
always have it and it will protect both you and your 
employer.  

One of our consultants was previously the Director 
of Training and Development for an entire division 
of a large Fortune 500 company. His position was 
a new one, reporting directly to the CEO of the 
division. Every Tuesday the CEO had a senior 
staff meeting with updates, reporting and 
occasionally public criticism. The new Training 
Director was warned by his peers to keep a low  

profile during those meetings to avoid the
sometime difficult critical scrutiny that sooner or 
later everyone present will have experienced.  
They were generally high stress meetings. 

As the new director sat in his very first meeting, 
the CEO announced that a whole new set of 
performance guidelines had been sent out to all 
300 sales reps. Those guidelines included 
significant changes in the way performance would
be tracked and how subsequent rewards would be
delivered. The sales reps were instructed to read 
the 200-page booklet and alter their performance
accordingly. The CEO concluded this
announcement with the statement, “All they really 
need is information transfer. The right information 
will dictate the right behavior.” 

The new Training Director was in a very difficult
position. Finally, after weighing the risk versus the 
potential to prevent massive noncompliance, he 
raised his hand and said, “Since we now have a
person on board who is supposed to be
knowledgeable about information transfer and its
resulting behavior, I think you’d be surprised to see
that the research says that knowledge transfer 
alone won’t work to dictate behavior. Without
specific training on the application of the new 
information, the risk for ineffective behavior is too 
high. There is simply too much at stake. “ 

(OVER) 
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will agree that the weakness is something they 
want to fix. They will seek ways to fix it, but that 
search may take time. On the other hand, when 
praise is delivered in detail (as in our example 
above) the employee is seven times more likely 
to replicate the praised behavior than they are 
to fix the weakness, even when they intend to 
do so. In short, it appears that we are hardwired 
to repeat those behaviors that generate praise. 
While it may be possible that the process of 
changing the weakness could result in focused 
praise upon completion, those behaviors that 
have already generated praise are much more 
likely to be the first choice.

There are lots of low- or no-cost ways that 
supervisors can reward and recognize individual 
and team performance. A banker in the 
Commercial Loan department takes her team 

out for pizza after the deal closes. When her 
boss learned about the pizza celebration, he 
offered to reimburse her. Another boss we know 
gathered his staff and challenged them to list 25 
praise and recognition ideas or no- or low-cost 
suggestions. They eventually agreed to contribute 
to a fund for celebrations managed by staff. 

A word of caution. Be very careful of “employee 
of the week, month, etc.” events unless you are 
certain that everyone will win, on occasion. Too 
often, these contests become too competitive 
within the department and are counterproductive 
to team motivation. 

Overall, the idea of acknowledging the ongoing 
performance of teams pays solid dividends, 
reduces turnover, and attracts the best workers 
to join the team. 


