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Welcome to our session which has been written to provide advice and guidance to help 
you chair on-line, “virtual” meetings. 
 
This handout supports the content of the programme and summarises the main points 
we will cover during the workshop.  I have added some additional material which we 
cannot cover due to time constraints, which I thought you might find useful. 
 
Copies of the PowerPoint slides appear at the back of the handout, and there is space 
next to each image if you wish to take notes. 
 
I know that you will enjoy the programme and find it useful and interesting.   
 
Thank you for attending. 
 

Miranda Smythe  

 
 
  
Programme Highlights 
 
1. The challenges of online meetings 
2. Meeting preparation 
3. Managing your meeting environment 
4. Opening the meeting 
5. Managing participation 
6. Closing the meeting. 
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 Virtual Meetings 
 
 
 
Whilst we are all familiar with the traditional round table discussion, “virtual meetings” – those held 
on-line – are becoming more common-place as we start to see the benefits of being able to hold face-
to-face conversations with people who are remote.   
 
The current Coronavirus outbreak has forced many organisations to change their communication 
processes which means that many of us are having to learn new ways of working, which may not always 
feel comfortable or intuitive. 
 
In April 2020, in response to the Covid-19 pandemic, the Government handed local authorities in 
England temporary new powers to hold “remote” public meetings.  This is a major, albeit temporary 
amendment to original Standing Orders, which required authorities to hold meetings in person.   
 
The Government has given each authority the power to decide how they conduct meetings and 
organise their own voting procedures. 
 
Although when lockdown arrangements have eased, councils will revert to face-to-face meetings, it 
is likely that many of us will have adapted to the virtual environment, and will continue to make use 
of virtual meetings, because:  
 

• On-line discussions reduce travel time, travel expenses and environmental impact 

• It is possible to hold a discussion with anyone, no matter where they are based 

• Information can be shared in real-time 

• On-line meetings can be sharper, more focussed – and often shorter. 
 
 
However, virtual meetings do have their challenges: 
 

• They rely on a good and solid internet connection 

• People who are not technically savvy can be excluded 

• There is a temptation for people to multi-task which means reduced attention 

• It is harder to hold concentration for longer periods of time 

• Communication cues are harder to read which can result in people talking over each other 

• People may tend to speak over each other because communication cues can be trickier to read and 
because of internet lag 

• They can exclude people who do not have access to the internet 

• Virtual meetings rely on technology – which can fail. 
 
 
Despite these potential drawbacks, virtual meetings can work well.  They demand a slightly different 
skills-set than working face-to-face which is why we have developed this programme which will enable 
you to translate your existing chairing skill to the virtual environment. 
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The Coronavirus Act 2020 
 
 

This part of the document is time-sensitive because it was written in June 2020 during the 
Coronavirus lockdown.   
 
The Coronavirus Act was introduced by the Government to give authorities additional powers.  The 
Act covered a wide range of public duties, including the adaption of council meetings.   
 
The Act enables Councils to make decisions relating to how they will continue to hold meetings and 
to insert mandatory standing orders which cover: 
 

• Decision as to whether to hold an Annual Meeting 

• Notice of meetings 

• The management of remote meetings including speaking, participation and being able to hear 

• Meeting procedures 

• Remote voting 

• Adjournments 

• The public right to attend the meeting and their right to speak 

• Attendance records 

• Checking whether the meeting is quorate 

• Failure of communications 

• Exclusion of the public and the press. 
 
Your Council will have made decisions about how these elements will work in-house, so it is important 
that you are familiar with these as there is important information you need to be aware of before 
you chair a meeting. 
 
Your Cabinet/Democratic Services team will be able to provide you with advice and guidance. 
 
 
For more detail on the Coronavirus Act 2020 and its impact on meetings in the UK: 
https://www.local.gov.uk/sites/default/files/documents/Procedure%20rules%20and%20protocol%20-
%20ADSO%20and%20LLG%202.pdf 
 
For Councillors in Wales: 
https://www.wlga.wales/coronavirus-covid-19-information-for-councils 
 
 

https://www.local.gov.uk/sites/default/files/documents/Procedure%20rules%20and%20protocol%20-%20ADSO%20and%20LLG%202.pdf
https://www.local.gov.uk/sites/default/files/documents/Procedure%20rules%20and%20protocol%20-%20ADSO%20and%20LLG%202.pdf
https://www.wlga.wales/coronavirus-covid-19-information-for-councils
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The Role of the Chair 
 
 
 
Chairing is chairing:  if you can chair a face-to-face meeting, you can chair a virtual one, too.  Being 
on-line does not change the role of the Chair, who remains responsible for ensuring the meeting 
achieves its outcomes.  There are three main strands to the Chair’s role: 
 
  
1. Leading the meeting 
 
The Chair is the leader of the meeting and participants look to this person for clear direction.     
 
This means ensuring that there is an agenda which is kept to by all; making sure that discussions are 
organised and structured and ensuring that any meeting rules or standing orders are upheld. 
 
Sometimes the Chair will need to lead from the front – particularly in situations where there is 
disagreement, conflict or uncertainty.  Other times a Chair may adopt a lighter touch: discussions are 
working well and there is balanced participation within the group. 
 
A good Chair is sensitive to the needs of the meeting and will adapt and adjust their style accordingly. 
 
 
 
2.  Managing participation 
 
It is interesting how the perception of the Chair’s function has evolved: more people refer to this as 
a facilitating role.  Facilitating means “to speed up a process” or “to make something easier”. 
 
This is an important part of chairing as it means ensuring balance of participation in the room which 
means providing the opportunity for quieter voices to be heard – as well as sometimes managing 
over-talkative meeting members. 
 
A skilled Chair will have the ability to step above discussions to notice who has spoken and who has 
not.  The Chair will ensure that all views are considered as part of the democratic decision-making 
process. 
 
 
3.  Ensuring decisions are made 
 
Together with the committee, and based on reliable and accurate information, the Chair should 
enable quality decisions to be made.  This means making sure that members have all the information 
they need before committing to a course of action. 
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Chairing Skills 
  
 
 
Many of the skills needed to be effective in the role are still relevant, although virtual meetings may 
require some additional expertise due to the way on-line work.  This means developing a range of 
“hard and soft” skills. 
 
Hard skills are practical, measurable elements: 
 

• Being organised 

• Managing time 

• Structuring and organising discussions 

• Keeping the meeting on track 

• Ensuring that agreed actions are specific and measurable. 
 
 
But these are just part of the skills-set needed to be effective in the role.  A good Chairperson will 
also have soft skills, too.  Soft skills are hard to quantify, but as they influence the way that a group 
of people work together, they are critically important: 
 

• Being able to adapt and adjust one’s style according to the type of meeting, the topic and the 
 participants 

• Setting the tone for a meeting 

• Personal approachability 

• Facilitating sensitively to ensure balanced participation 

• Presenting an appropriate level of confidence and gravitas 

• Demonstrating fair-mindedness and balance 

• Active listening 

• Empathy and understanding 

• Rapport and humour. 
 
 
In general terms, hard skills can be taught whereas the softer skills (although these may be inherent 
within many of us) are usually developed and nurtured over a period of time. 
 
Although people may naturally gravitate towards one set of skills, to be truly effective, the Chair 
needs to make use of both sets of competencies. 
 
Experience of chairing can help these skills develop.  Observing other people chairing is also a 
powerful way to learn. 
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The Rule of Thirds 
 
 
All meetings rely on certain activities.  Some of these will take place before, during or after the 
meeting.  As a successful outcome will rely on all three areas being given due attention, it is important 
that you carry these out diligently. 
 
Although the Chair will not necessarily complete every activity themselves, they hold ultimate 
responsibility for ensuring that this is carried out. 

 
Before Be clear about the meeting’s purpose 

Work out who should be there 
Engage in any pre-meeting activity including consultation with others 
Develop an agenda, focussing on the most important and urgent points of 
business 
Circulate relevant paperwork 
Ensure the venue is organised and accessible 
Prepare own notes including opening the meeting and personal contributions 
during the meeting 
Organise the structure for debates 
Check with your clerk to see if they need anything from you 

During Welcome people  
Open the meeting and set the scene 
Manage introductions 
Establish any ground-rules 
Run through main points the agenda will cover 
Organise each agenda item:  Introduction – Body – Close 
Clarify key points 
Call on people to speak 
Summarise 
Maintain control 
Summarise main agreements that have been made 
Close the meeting positively and with clear next steps 
Thank meeting participants 

After Liaise with the minute taker and check if any points need clarifying  
Check through draft copies of the minutes 
Ensure follow-ups on actions agreed 

 
Virtual meetings still rely on the Before – During – After, although the nature of on-line discussions 
means that there are some additional areas to consider. 
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Before:  Virtual Meetings 
 
 
Although an on-line meeting requires a similar level of preparation as you would carry out for a 
face-to-face event, there are some additional elements of preparation required: 
 
These involve: 
 

1. Choosing the meeting platform 
2. Learning the software 
3. Making sure that you have the right tech equipment 
4. Managing your environment 
5. Dress 
6. Developing visual information. 
 
 
 
1. Choosing the meeting platform  
 
For official Council business you will probably be tied to a professional piece of software, for 
example Teams or Zoom, but for other meetings you may have more choice over which platform 
you use. 
 
In choosing, consider: 
 

1. Your attendees: what software do they have access to:  Community meetings should make 
use of freeware, such as Zoom.  

  
2. What functions you will need, eg. the ability to present slides/video; being able to mute 

other peoples’ microphones or setting up sub-groups for discussions. 
 

3. The length of meeting: some free packages cut out after 40 minutes 
 

4. Cost: many of the software packages come with fee-paying licences with a 12-month 
minimum subscription which, for a one-off meeting will not be value for money 
 

5. Security: for sensitive and confidential meetings you will need to select a provider whose 
product has encrypted security. 

 
 
 
 
2. Learning the Software 
 
Once you have loaded the software, you will need to become familiar with its workings.  This 
means having a good play around with the program, learning all the functions you will need to 
use when you go ‘live’.   
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Depending upon the type of event you are hosting, you may need to know how to: 
 

• Turn on-line recording on or off 

• Mute meeting members (one or all) 

• Mute yourself 

• Create a ‘waiting room’ so that attendees cannot enter the meeting before the host  

• Remove someone from the meeting and block them from re-joining 

• Present slides 

• Share your screen 

• Place people into groups for sub-discussions and then move them back into the main 
meeting. 

 
In some meeting software platforms (for example Zoom and Teams), it is possible to use other facilities 
too.  These include a whiteboard facility and also the opportunity to create Post-It notes. 
 
Whilst this may not be relevant for many of the formal meetings you are hosting, it is useful to be aware 
that these functions exist.  At the time of writing, Teams and Google Meet are rapidly evolving their 
software offering – so expect some new features – as there is much competition amongst providers. 
 
For Zoom meetings, to use the Whiteboard function or annotation tools: 
 
https://usqassist.custhelp.com/app/answers/detail/a_id/4480/~/how-do-i-use-the-whiteboard-in-
my-zoom-meeting%3F 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rkNqVCQ6N9Q 
https://support.zoom.us/hc/en-us/articles/115005706806-Using-annotation-tools-on-a-shared-
screen-or-whiteboard 
 
 
For Teams: 
 
https://docs.microsoft.com/en-us/microsoftteams/manage-whiteboard 
https://www.windowscentral.com/microsoft-whiteboard-adds-sticky-notes-better-performance-
teams-and-web 
 
 
 
3. Equipment 
 
Whilst many people use the microphone, screen and video facility on their smartphone for quick 
facetime catch-ups, longer meetings often work better from a PC or tablet.  Mobile apps are cut-down 
versions of their parent software, with fewer facilities.   It is also difficult to see 16 other participants 
clearly on a small 5.3” screen. 
 
Most tablets and many modern laptops have a built-in webcam, but an older desk-top monitor may 
not.  This means you will need to install a USB webcam.   
 

https://usqassist.custhelp.com/app/answers/detail/a_id/4480/~/how-do-i-use-the-whiteboard-in-my-zoom-meeting%3F
https://usqassist.custhelp.com/app/answers/detail/a_id/4480/~/how-do-i-use-the-whiteboard-in-my-zoom-meeting%3F
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rkNqVCQ6N9Q
https://docs.microsoft.com/en-us/microsoftteams/manage-whiteboard


 

Chairing on-Line Meetings  Page 10 
©The Baikie-Wood Consultancy Ltd, 2020 

Expect to pay between £25 and £35 for a 1080P full-hd version.  Although you can buy lower quality 
versions, their light-gathering properties may not be as advanced. 
 

 
 
If your computer has a built-in microphone and speaker, you will not need to buy a separate headset, 
but many people find them useful because they reduce distracting background noises in the speaker’s 
own environment.  Earphones provide a focussed listening experience which can help with 
concentration. 
 
They are an essential piece of equipment if you are participating in a confidential discussion, which 
must not be overheard by others. 
 
Headsets come in a variety of types and styles but remember that if you do not plan to use the 
microphone on your laptop/tablet, you will a set with a built-in microphone.  Your mobile telephone 
may have arrived with a useable set.  Check the box in the loft! 
 
Some of the mono over-the-ear headsets, like the one in the picture below, are adjustable so the 
earpiece can cover the left or the right ear by twisting the microphone 180°.  Other versions have 
fixed microphones.   
 
As you will have a ‘dominant’ ear (the one you hold your telephone to), if you decide to buy a mono 
headset, choose the one which has the earpiece on the best side for you.  If you are not sure, buy 
one which is adaptable. 
 

Boom microphones work well because you can adjust the 
distance between your mouth and the mic; something which can 
only be achieved on a computer by leaning towards and away 
from its in-built microphone.   
 
The fixed mic keeps your voice volume steady.  It eliminates the 
natural tendency to lean forward towards a computer speaker.   
 
This improves posture which helps breathing, which in turn 
influences voice projection. 
 

 

 
Microphones convert moving air patterns into electrical patterns and the burst of air from words with 
P, B and T place more force on the microphone than other air vibrations.  The sound of the air hitting 
the microphone is known as a “plosive”.  These are unpleasant to listen to. 
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Modern boom mikes tend to be less sensitive to plosives because of their design, with many being 
constructed with a foam ending, which helps disperse bursts of air.   
 
Whatever combination of video camera, microphone and speakers you have, it is important to have a 
practise before you go live.   It is recommended that you do this a few days before the meeting so if 
there is an issue you will have time to trouble-shoot it. 
 
 
For advice and guidance on setting up microphones and cameras on Windows 10 computers: 
 
https://www.drivereasy.com/knowledge/test-microphone-windows-10-step-by-step/ 
https://support.microsoft.com/en-gb/help/4028647/windows-open-the-camera-in-windows-10 
 
 
For Apple, see: 
 
https://support.apple.com/en-gb/guide/mac-help/mchlp2980/mac 
https://www.onlinemictest.com/microphone-settings/mac-os-x/ 
 
 
 
4. Environment 
 
To make sure you project a professional image, think carefully about where you choose to sit.  Some of 
us may not have a huge amount of choice because of the need to be close to the broadband router or 
to maximise the wifi/mobile telephone signal. 
 

As cluttered backgrounds can be a bit of a distraction, either 
have a bit of a tidy-up or choose an area of your home which 
has a plain wall that you can use as a backdrop. 
 
Remember to remove any ‘sensitive’ books, photographs 
and materials which you would prefer people not to see. 
 
Tuck anything confidential away out of sight. 
 
Some programs have a “blurred background” setting which 
keeps the speaker sharp, whilst making their backdrop fuzzy.  

 

 
Avoid sitting directly in front of a window as views will have to squint to see you and in bright sunlight 
you will turn into a silhouette.  People walking past the window can also be distracting. 
 
 
In addition: 
 

• Let other people in your household know you are holding an on-line meeting, to avoid any 
 accidental videobombing 

https://www.drivereasy.com/knowledge/test-microphone-windows-10-step-by-step/
https://support.microsoft.com/en-gb/help/4028647/windows-open-the-camera-in-windows-10
https://support.apple.com/en-gb/guide/mac-help/mchlp2980/mac
https://www.onlinemictest.com/microphone-settings/mac-os-x/
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• Place animals in another room so that your pet tarantula does not become an unexpected star 

• Unplug your house telephone or switch it to answerphone 

• Place your mobile telephone onto silent and turn off the vibrate function.  Either move it away 
 from your desk, or turn its cellular signal off, to minimise feedback between its radio signal and 
 your computer 

• If bandwidth is an issue, switch off any unused wifi/internet appliances and ask others in the 
 household to avoid streaming or playing data hungry games whilst you are on-line 

• If your meeting is going to run for several hours, make sure you have a comfort break before you 
 start 

• Have a glass of water nearby. 
 
Be aware that there may be regulations around Part II (or Part B) meetings which require meeting 
participants to confirm they are not overheard.  You need to check whether your Council has any rules 
in place. 
 

 
5. Dressing for the meeting 
 
Dress is always a tricky topic because we all have our own style and ideas of what works and what 
doesn’t.  Perhaps the best approach is to say: “dress appropriately” and apply the same principles as 
you would to any face-to-face meeting. 
As you will usually only be seen from your waist up, what you wear on your lower half may seem less 
important, although you may feel more professional if you are in full attire rather than pairing a formal 
jacket with your best thong.   
 
Presenting on-screen can influence some of the rules of dress, and it is useful to note: 
 

• Black and very dark coloured clothing can make someone appear indistinct, particularly if they are 
 in a poorly lit room.  It can drain the colour from someone’s skin and accentuate any shadows 
 under their eyes 
 

• White clothing can be quite sharp and in bright light may create a ghostly haze 
 

• Narrow stripes project poorly on-screen.  They can make strange 
 and distracting shapes, known as a moire pattern.  Plain is 
 usually best 
 

• Jangly jewellery can be noisy and irritating 
 

 

• As most webcams face downwards, it is important to take care if you are wearing a low-cut top as 
 you may end up showing more than you intended. 
 
 
Professional television presenters will often concentrate on “jewel colours”:  
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This means concentrating on solid blocks of single or layered colours through tops, jumpers, 
shirts, waistcoats or ties. 
 
 
 
 
6. Visual Information 
 
Whilst visual information is useful in face-to-face meetings, in a virtual environment this takes on 
a different level of importance. 
 
As part of your preparation you need to make sure that any documents that will be referred to 
in the meeting are sent out to participants in advance.  As you will need to signpost participants 
to the relevant parts within a document, make sure that each page is numbered.  If you are using 
slides, you should do the same. 
 
If material is not exempt, you will also need to make sure that there are links to each document 
on the Council’s website so that members of the public who join you at the virtual meeting will 
have access to these too. 
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Working with the Meeting Clerk 
 

In a physical meeting, your clerk would normally sit next to you, so you could confer.  On-line this is 
obviously impossible, although you still need to remain a team. 
 
Virtual recording is quite an art although for meeting that are being recorded, if the note taker needs 
to check a contribution, they will have the benefit of being able to review the video of the discussion. 
 
 
Before the meeting: 
 

• Check that you both have the same paperwork 

• Agree what pre-minuting can be done in advance of the meeting 

• Ask the clerk if there are any topics on the agenda which may require clarification before the 
meeting including any technical terms or abbreviations that will be used 

• Explain how you plan to chair the meeting 

• Give the clerk your “permission to interrupt” during the meeting if they are having difficulty 
hearing. 

 
 
 
During the meeting 
 

• Roll call participants at the start, so that the clerk has a full attendance list 

• Remind members of the meeting that the clerk will be taking notes and ask people to speak clearly 

• Check in with the clerk between complex agenda items to ensure they were able to minute the 
main points 

• If a participant’s sound quality is poor or breaks up during their contribution, ask them to repeat 
this again for the meeting and also for your clerk’s benefit 

• At the close of the meeting check again with the clerk 

• Thank them publicly for minuting 
 
 
 
After the meeting ends 
 

• Ask the clerk to stay in the virtual room until other members have left and double-check that they 
captured all the key points 

• Be available post-meeting to clarify any areas of uncertainty. 
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Opening a Virtual Meeting 

 
  

When you chair a face-to-face meeting, you will open the meeting by covering a number of required 
elements including Declarations of Interest, Minutes of the last Meeting and Matters Arising. 
 
Virtual meetings still require a similar introduction and your Committee clerk will advise you on the 
compulsory elements you must include when you open the meeting. 
 
In addition to these requirements, because this is an on-line meeting you will also need to add to your 
introduction so that a clear process is in place.  Laying a proper groundwork for the meeting will help 
to minimise potential problems later on.   
 
The trick is to gain a balance between setting the scene for how you will work without taking too long 
as participants will become impatient if the introduction takes too long. 
 
You will need to tailor this introductory part to the meeting.  In general terms you should consider: 
 
 
Cameras and microphones 
 

• Must these be switched on for participants? (usually YES) 

• Microphones – can these be kept on – or should they only be turned on when the participant is 
speaking? (usually YES) 

 
 
 
External videoing and recording 
 

• Is the meeting being videoed?  If so, you need to let participants know as by staying in the meeting 
they are giving implicit permission to be recorded 

• Can anyone else video or record the meeting? (usually NO) 
 
 
 
Participation ground-rules 
 

• Do participants address their comments through the Chair, or can they speak to other Members 
directly? 

• How will people gain your attention?  By raising their hand on-camera, clicking the “raised hand” 
icon, by writing into the text box – or a mix of some or all of these? 

• What is your process if a number of people raise their hand at the same time? 

• Is “chat” considered to be part of the record of the meeting? 

• What is the maximum “talk time” per person? 

• If a participant loses their signal and effectively leaves the meeting, what’s the rule/protocol around 
re-entering the meeting (in some meetings where voting is required, there will be rules about 
Members who were not part of the discussion being able to vote). 
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Voting 
 
There are a variety of approaches being taken to voting, including: 
 

• Members raising their hands on-screen 

• Polling each meeting member individually for their vote by going around the virtual room, one-by-
one 

• Survey-monkey type polls 

• Using the text box to say yay or nay 

• Or use of the “raised hand” symbol. 
 
Your Council will have made a decision about the on-line voting process so make sure you know how 
this is going to work. 
 
 
 
Introductions 
 
At certain meetings you might decide to invite participants to introduce themselves.  This can be a bit 
of a minefield to manage as some people do like to talk! 
 
If you decide that introductions are needed, invite people to do this by being very directive: “please 
would introduce yourself by just saying your name, and the Ward and Council you represent”. 
 
At meetings where everyone knows each other, you should allow a couple of minutes before you 
officially open the meeting for participants to say an informal “hello” to each other.  Your meeting 
invitation could ask everyone to be in the virtual room a few minutes before the start time so that this 
does not impact on your meeting agenda and schedule. 
 
 
 
The minute taker/clerk 
 
It is good practice to remind participants that the meeting clerk is also in the meeting and to ask people 
to speak clearly so that they minute taker can be heard.   
 
You may also choose to say that the Officer has permission to interrupt if they cannot hear what is 
being said and require any clarification. 
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Tips for Managing Virtual Meetings 
 
 

1. When you refer to document, be specific about the page or paragraph number and if this is 
further on in the document, allow a moment for participants to find the passage you are 
referencing 

 
2. Call a person to speak by using their name 

 
3. When inviting members of the public to speak, let them know how much time they have, and 

remind them when they are down to their last 30 seconds 
 
4. You can use the master microphone control to switch someone’s microphone off remotely, 

 although to avoid abuse of this power you would only resort to this: 
 

• When, in spite of your request, someone hasn’t muted their own microphone and 
there is 

 too much background noise  

• As a final resort if someone fails to comply with your verbal reminder of their time limit 

• If someone continues with unacceptable behaviour in spite of a warning. 
 

5. You can still tackle challenging discussions in a virtual meeting.  Just make sure that you set the 
 scene properly for the discussion and have a proper structure in place for the discussion. 
 

6. Control the meeting by using the Agenda.  Keep to the item under discussion and work your 
 way through the Agenda, item by item.  Change its order only when essential and then only 
 with the consent of the members 

 
7. Introduce each item in turn.  Give it shape by explaining its purpose and why it is on the 

 agenda.  State facts, not opinions.  Be concise and avoid making long speeches 
 

8. Call upon members one by one to speak.  If a number indicate their wish to speak at the same 
 time, place them in order so that they know when their turn is 

 
9. Avoid always calling on the same speakers.  Share your attention around the meeting 

 
10. Clarify issues if they become obscure 

 
11. At the end of each agenda item summarise what has been said and what decisions have been 

 agreed 
 

12. Keep the meeting moving and on course in a firm but polite manner 
 

13. Although this would not work with larger numbers of participants, at smaller meetings you can 
 go around the room (a “round robin”) to check that all views have been heard. 
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Communication Skills – Virtual Meetings 
 
 
 
Voice and tone 
 

• Use your natural voice, so that you sound like you 

• Microphones “flatten” the voice so make sure that you use your full tonal range 

• Speak slower than you would in conversation, to allow for any lag 

• To sound confident, project your voice from your chest  

• Take care with lifting your voice at the end of the sentence (unless you are asking a question) as it 
can weaken your stance 

• If you ask a question, lift your voice up on at the end of your sentence to signal that you are seeking 
a response 

• After asking a question, allow a good period of time for people to respond.  This silence can feel 
really uncomfortable, but it is needed to overcome the time lag associated with on-line 
communication 

• Drop your voice at the end of a sentence when you want to end a discussion or move on to another 
point.  This can work well at the close of a summary because it makes it sound final. 

 
 
 
Non-verbal behaviour 
 

• Sit upright 

• Keep your head level to the camera so that you maintain good eye contact 

• Avoid looking down at papers too much 

• Talk to the camera 

• Manage your facial expression: remember people are only seeing your top half so what you do 
with your face becomes more profound and noticeable 

• When you listen actively this shows in your body language through nodding or placing your head 
on one side 

• Slow your non-verbal behaviour: concentrate on measured gestures rather than fast movements  

• Try to avoid touching your face with your hands 

• If you need to scratch your head, do it slowly 

• If you need to scratch anywhere else, avoid doing this on camera. 
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Facilitation Skills 
 
 

You can still use many of the techniques you use when chairing face-to-face meetings, for example: 
 
 
To encourage participation: 
 

• Create an environment where there is no such thing as a silly question or silly comment and where 
all contributions are welcomed and treated with respect 

 

• In smaller meetings, using the “round robin” to check for unasked questions or views 
 

• Using techniques like “who hasn’t had an opportunity to speak?” 
 

• Listening openly and neutrally 
 

• Noticing when two people speak at the same time and letting the person who didn’t continue 
talking that you noticed and will come to them next 

 

• Building on ideas, and where you can, try to link common elements of different views together 
 

 
 
Maintaining leadership: 
 

• Looking like you are in control: demonstrating gravitas through your facial expression, tonality and 
body language 

 

• Avoiding becoming hooked into a discussion with one person: spin your attention around the 
meeting members 

 

• Using phrases like: “we’ve heard from x, y and z...... who haven’t we heard from who would like 
to contribute.....?” 

 

• The agenda is your best friend: if conversations wander off-piste, summarise and bring the topic 
back to the item you are supposed to be discussing  

 

• Use time to manage time – try the old hand on the watch routine! 
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Conflict within Meetings 
 
 
Because meetings depend on interaction between people with different values, perspectives and 
communication styles, it is almost inevitable that conflict will occur from time to time.  
 
It can be argued that some conflict is healthy, because: 
 

• Strong views imply that people care about a topic 

• A clash of views can lead to compromise and better-rounded outcomes  

• Repressed emotions can leak subliminally into passive aggressive behaviours. 
 
Some meeting participants may be uncomfortable with loud interactions, and as Chair, it is your 
responsibility to make sure that any difference in views are managed in a healthy and focused way. 
 
Tips for managing conflict at any type of meeting include: 
 

• Be aware of topics on the agenda which may be controversial and set ground-rules before the 
discussion starts.  You can then use these rules to impose order 

• Should a topic become unexpectedly heated, stop the discussion and impose ground-rules 
before continuing with the meeting 

• Nip poor behaviour in the bud, without appearing to ‘side’ against an individual 

• Use humour (please take care with this one!) to disarm 

• Avoid being drawn into a 1:1 discussion; focus on the whole meeting 

• Impose structure: people address their comments to you.  You then summarise neutrally to 
take the heat out of the contribution 

• Take a break.  Let everyone calm down a bit 

• Refuse to continue until there is order 

• Stop the meeting. 
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Decisions and Actions 
 
 
 
One of the main purposes for holding a meeting is to make decisions and create actions. 
 
The way that these are phrased are important to the measurement of outcome, which means that it 
is important to make sure that these are written using a specific and measurable format. 
 
High quality action points, in common with objectives, have very specific features: 
 
Specific  Clearly stating what must be achieved, when it must    
   be achieved and how it must be achieved 
 
Measurable  If this is achieved, how will you know? 
 
Achievable  Realistic but challenging 
 
Resourced  (or realistic or relevant) 

To make sure that the resources are in place to make the proposed action 
achievable - and within the scope of the meeting’s terms of reference and 
purpose 

 
Timebound  Including any specified review points, and an end date if applicable.  

Some actions may be continuous. 
 
 
 
Tips for writing effective action/decision points include: 
 
Start with a verb, which will give the action a sense of momentum and direction.  Useful verbs include: 
 

• Develop 

• Initiate 

• Complete 

• Write 

• Publish 

• Reply  

• Respond 

• Delegate 

• Circulate  

• Copy 

• Delegate 

• Change 

• File 

• Process 

• Change 

• Produce 

• Type 

• Organise 

• Liaise 

• Implement 

• Communicate  

• Present 

• Co-ordinate 

• Answer 

 
 
 
Once you have developed your action statement, make it measurable. 
 
The success of a task can usually be measured in one or more of four different ways: 
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• Time 

• Cost 

• Quality 

• Quantity. 
 
Most outcomes should have at least three of these four elements: quality, quantity and time.  The 
cost element may not be used in all situations however if there is a minimum and maximum budget 
for an objective this should be included.  Be specific about whether this cost includes or excludes VAT 
as this could potentially give a 20% deviation. 
 
The four measures can be interpreted as follows: 
 

Quality How well 
To what standard 

Quantity How much 
How little 
All? 
Every? 
Each? 

Time How quickly 
How soon 
How much time 
When started 
When ended 

Cost Minimum spend 
Maximum spend 
Cost per item 
Cost per activity 
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Closing the Meeting 
 

In the same way you paid attention at the start of the meeting, you should give equal attention to 
the way you close the meeting.  This means allowing time on the agenda to do this properly before 
people start to log out of the meeting. 
 
Virtual meetings are no different to any other type of meeting: they still need a beginning, a middle 
and an end. 
 
How you end, will depend on the type and formality of the meeting, but will often include: 
 
1. A summary of the decisions taken and action points to be followed up 
2. Confirmation of who is going to do what – and when 
3. Agreeing or confirming the date of the next meeting 
4. Agreeing any special items which will be placed on the agenda for the next meeting 
5. A reminder about when the minutes will be circulated 
6. The important “thank you” for attending. 
 
 
Because on-line meetings are relatively new, some organisations are encouraging some informal 
feedback at the close of the meeting, although this may not always be appropriate for formal 
meetings. 
 
In the virtual environment, the Chair (sometimes the clerk, by agreement) should be the last person 
to leave the “room”, ensuring that all members have logged out. 
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Hybrid Meetings 
 
 
As lockdown starts to ease, some organisations are allowing meetings to be held on Council 
premises, on the basis that of reduced participants and social distancing. 
 
This means that some Chairs will have a duel role in facilitating a “hybrid” meeting, which means 
that some participants are in the same room, whilst others join the discussion online. 
 
This adds another dimension to the chairing role as the meeting leader must balance contributions 
between physical and virtual participants. 
 
 
Technology and equipment 
 
Before the meeting, consider the layout of the room and how you will make use of the Council’s IT 
facilities.  Members of staff from Democratic Services and/or the IT team should be available to 
assist in setting this up for you. 
 
 

In an ideal world, you would have virtual 
meeting members displayed on the screens 
which many Councils have positioned in their 
chamber.  This means that members who are 
physically present can their colleagues who 
are dialling in. 
 
 

 
 
If this is not possible, a secondary version would be for the Councillors who are present in the 
meeting room to use a laptop or tablet so that they can see their virtual colleagues.  It is important 
that there is some connectivity between the two elements of the meeting. 
 
 
Setting the scene 
 
We spoke earlier about the importance of opening the meeting and setting the scene, including 
laying out your ground-rules of how you will work. 
 
You will need to add to your introduction, to explain how you will integrate virtual and physical 
contributions, so that everyone is clear on how this will work. 
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Managing the meeting 
 
Because you will be alternating between physical and virtual contributions, you will need to 
signpost this to the meeting.   
 
This means explaining what you are about to do, before you do it, for example: 
 

• “I’m going to invite Councillor Rawlings who is in the room with me to speak” 

• “I’ve noticed that several Councillors who have joined us online have their hands raised.  I 
am going to go to Councillor Burman first, Councillor Shah second and then come back to 
Councillor Corder, who is with me here in the meeting room”. 

 
You will need to check both sets of participants before decisions are made to ensure that everyone 
who wants to have their say has had an opportunity.  Once again, you need to make your process 
clear so that everyone in the meeting understands how this will work. 
 
Try to balance contributions, i.e. avoid favouring the contributions of physical participants over 
those who are virtual (and vice versa).  This means sharing your attention fairly between both 
groups and using every opportunity possible to unite groups so that they do not feel divided. 
 
Manage your eye contact so that everyone feels included.  In the meeting room this means 
“lighthousing” your eyes around the room so that you make contact with everyone; for your virtual 
colleagues this means looking directly at the camera, so that it feels like personalised eye contact. 
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Being a Good Virtual Meeting Participant 
 
 
 

Although our emphasis has been on the role of the Chair, a good meeting needs good 
membership.  Here are some do’s of being a good virtual meeting participant: 
 
 

• Dial into the meeting well in advance so that any technology issues can be sorted in 
good time 
 

• Be courteous: just because someone is not in the same room doesn’t give licence to 
poor behaviour 
 

• If you want to say something, follow the protocol set out at the start of the meeting 
 

• Keep your contributions short and to the point and only speak if you have something 
new to add to the discussion 

 

• Keep your own body movements to the minimum to avoid visually distracting others 
 

• Talk clearly and slow down slightly to allow for internet lag 
 

• If you need to cough, sneeze, burp (or anything else) use your mute button 
 

• Mute if you are not speaking to reduce sound pollution 
 

• Silence your mobile telephone 
 

• In larger meetings, introduce yourself before you speak  
 

• Concentrate on the meeting and avoid multi-tasking 
 

• Take care if you share your screen: check there isn’t anything open which you should 
not show to others, for example confidential emails. 
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In Summary…. 
 
 
Virtual meetings can work well in their own right; they are not necessarily a poor 
substitute for face-to-face discussions, and they can have many benefits over same-
room committees. 
 
As we become more accustomed to running and participating on-line, it will start to 
feel more natural.  Some of us may think we will never acclimatise to the virtual 
environment but give it some time and you will be surprised how you will adapt. 
 
The secret with virtual meetings, as with any other type of meeting, is to: 
 

• Plan properly  

• Be clear about your meeting purpose  

• Ensure the right people are there and brief everyone beforehand with a good 
 agenda and clear set of papers 

• Open the meeting and explain how the process will work 

• Be mindful of technology and how it impacts on the way we communicate 

• Facilitate as you would a face-to-face meeting, ensuring that quieter members 
 have an opportunity to participate 

• Make balanced decisions based on the information and evidence presented 

• Close the meeting with clear next steps 

• Learn what works – and what does not work - from the meetings you Chair as 
 well as those you attend 

• Be a considerate participant. 
    

 


