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[START RECORDING] 
 
Penny Pullan:  Welcome, everyone, to the call. I’m just going to put us onto mute so 

that you can just hear me and so any plumbing noise or any noise from anybody on the 

call won’t be audible to others. Okay. So, we have six people registered on the call 

today. We are recording, so do bear it in mind when you’re speaking, whether you want 

to perhaps just use your first name. If there are any particularly confidential items, you 

might want to be careful about the way that you bring up those. 

 

I am in presentation mode at the moment, and will be for most of the call when I’m 

actually presenting. But we will open up for questions as we go through. 

 

I just want to run through the purpose of this call. We’re here to show you how to 

maximize your conference call success through really good preparation. It’s really very 

much designed with project professionals in mind, so people who are working with 

change, working with projects. I know there’s a real mixture of people on the call today, 

some people working for international charities and people working for international 

companies. So I think you’ll learn as much from each other discussing and asking 

questions as you will from the actual content. 

 

This is very much one of a whole series of classes to make your conference calls as 

easy as possible using my system. The other calls are coming up on things like how to 

supercharge your calls, how to handle things in the moment, how to make it all 

happen—the technology and so on. And then we’ll also have some calls covering 

certain aspects, maybe some calls about how to get a vision, how you can run lessons 

learned on projects remotely. 

 

So, very much, we’re following my way of starting and we’re thinking about what to plan 

for today. We’re going to be covering the material in chunks, looking at things like how 

preparation helps get rid of those frustrations, how we can actually plan how to start up 

our calls. There’s a big tip of how to increase engagement with your calls. Now, I’ve got 

an example of communication that really worked well, and we’ll look at that and think 
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why it did. And we’ll look at how you can prepare for various difficult things: sharing 

information, making decisions, gathering input from people and solving problems. And 

then we’ll run through a checklist that I provided that actually sums up the things that we 

said today, and look at what follows after this call. 

 

I have sent out a handout which, if you don’t have it in front of you or if you’re at a 

computer you might want to look at it online. It’s at www.tinyurl.com/685svu. If you could 

just bear in mind a call that you need to prepare for or one that you’ve prepared for in 

the past throughout this call, you’ll get the most out of it that way. 

 

So, who’s doing what in this call? Well, I’m presenting. But it’s really up to you to 

participate. So, when I’m talking, do use pen and paper to jot things down. Think of 

some questions, because we will have time allocated to questions. So write those down 

as they come up. And then when we get to the question time, please ask them, because 

I’m sure you’ll get a lot from the other people in the call. There will be a bonus at the 

end for people who listen right through to the end. 

 

If you are in a question time and you’re aware that there’s a lot of noise around you, 

then you may well want to do a *6, which will mute your call. If you then want to un-mute 

your line, you can do *6 again. 

 

So, how are we going to work together today? Again, mute if you’re not speaking during 

the questions. Please, when anybody asks a question—I know we’re just a small group 

today—but please do say your name before each comment, which will be much easier. 

We are recording, so you will receive this as a recording, but other people may well 

listen to it as well. 

 

What are we doing next? Well, there will be other calls in a similar nature later on. And 

there’s a bonus for people at the end. So keep your ears open at the very end. 

 

What I’m going to do now is I’m going to open up for people and ask if there are any 
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questions about what we’re doing today. So, if you have any questions, do ask now. 

 

Richard:  Penny, it’s Richard. 

 

Penny Pullan:  Okay. 

 

Richard:  It’s an easy question. 

 

Penny Pullan:  Yeah? 

 

Richard:  How long are we planning to be here? 

 

Penny Pullan:  I’m planning to take until half past two. I am willing, though, to stay on 

the line if anybody would like to stay on beyond that for any other questions. 

 

Richard:  That’s great. Thank you. 

 

Penny Pullan:  Okay. Any questions from Zoe or Ruby or Susan or Martin? 

 

Female Speaker:  No, that’s great, thank you. 

 

Martin:  Yeah, that’s fine. 

 

Penny Pullan:  Super. Okay. I’m going to go back into presenting mode. 

 

So, the first thing, if you do have the handout in front of you, or I know that some of you 

have looked at it before, there’s a whole set of frustrations that I came up with when I 

surveyed people about their conference calls. And looking at these this morning, I 

realized that actually by doing what we’re going to talk about during this call, you’re able 

to sort out—either completely remove or hugely reduce—the frustrations of each of 

these. 
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So if we run through very quickly, not being a level playing field often causes problems, 

when you have some people face-to-face and others remote. You can plan to make it 

more level. 

 

Misunderstanding is a big frustration very much in your planning. It’s all about being 

very specific in your communication. It’s very different because you can’t see people. So 

we’re going to plan to add visual clues. 

 

Preparation doesn’t happen. Well, if you use the checklist I’ve given you it will happen. 

And it will be much easier. 

 

There’s nothing to look at. Well, we will plan to add in visual aspects. 

 

People often can’t get a word in edgewise with conference calls. And I’m talking about 

the role of the facilitator. It’s quite a key role to plan for. 

 

Make it very clear how you’ll deal with questions when you’re planning your call. 

 

Also, plan a clear agenda and the role for timekeeper to stop conference calls going on 

too long. 

 

The late start is another big frustration. So being very clear on how people can join in 

and planning for the right technology will really help. 

 

Again, often people can’t hear, and planning appropriate technology will really help 

people to be able to have a good experience on the call. 

 

One of the key things is actually that nothing happens afterwards. So, again, planning 

for that is important. 

 



Conference Calls Made Easy – Master Class Series 
Preparation for Success 

©2008 Penny Pullan Making Projects Work Page 6 of 34 
 

transcribed by smc 

And one of the things I hear over and over again: “I’m just not engaged by conference 

calls,” or, “People aren’t engaged on my calls.” And planning for engagement is key. We 

will focus much more on this aspect, and some of the others on the next call, which is 

looking at what happens, what you can do in the moment of the call. 

 

The next thing that we looked at in the bonus class that I did that I’ve also included in 

the handout is to look at the 12 crucial questions to predict whether a call is going to 

work or not. And there are lots of questions there, and you can mark whether you agree 

with the statements or disagree. And if you have questions that come out very far over 

on the left—so, for example, “Do we represent a variety of cultures and time zones?” if 

you strongly agree with that, that’s an indicator that that aspect is one that you will need 

to plan for specifically when you’re doing your call. We did talk about this in quite a bit of 

detail in the previous call, so I’m not going to go into those this time. But you’ve got it 

there because it’s quite useful for preparation. 

 

One of the really key things about planning your call is to plan to start up your 

conference as well as you possibly can. I’ve sent to all of you a startup card in the post. 

I know some people won’t have received it yet. But in the handout there’s an overview 

of all of the things. The first thing is: What are we here to do? What’s the overall 

purpose of this conference call? If you can answer that in a clear way, very specific, but 

at this level it’s: What’s the point? What’s the overall point? It’s not a listing of all the 

objectives. It’s what are you trying to do. So, for example, I’ve given you some emails in 

the handout, which show you how I set up a conference call, and the contact, the 

communication that I sent out to people. And that was very much that the point of the 

conference call was to set up the group for a successful 2008. 

 

So, the next thing, over on the right, is to look at: What are we going to do today? 

What will we have accomplished by the end of this conference call? And probably three 

to five items make sense, depending on how big they are. 

 

The next thing to ask is: What’s our plan? What’s our agenda? And I would say—and 
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again, you’ve got this in the handout in the example—the steps that you want to add in 

are to have a roll call at the beginning. Who’s on the call? Then, to tell people how 

you’re going to actually accomplish the steps that you’ve agreed to accomplish. You will 

then allocate various roles for who’s doing what. Will you have someone as the 

timekeeper who can flag up as the time is passing through and make sure that you stick 

to the agenda? Will you have someone who actually takes down all the actions that 

arrive so that it doesn’t have to be done by the facilitator? Can you spread the work 

around? 

 

Something that’s very important is how we work together, and how people work 

together on conference calls is really important. And it’s very seldom actually looked at 

in detail. What are the rules? How are we actually doing to work? Are we going to be on 

mute when we’re not talking? Are we going to have some chunks of presentation? What 

are we going to do about time zones? Does everybody being silent means that there 

are no questions? We need to think about all the things that are important for us to sort 

out. And again, these need to be really specific so that we have a clear set of rules. 

 

An example from this call is that I’ve asked everybody, when they ask a question, to 

please say what their name is at the start. It makes it much easier to relate. 

 

You also want to think about what’s going to happen after the call, who’s going to do 

what and when, and actually introduce that at the start end of the call. What’s 

happening next? 

 

After you’ve done all those things, you’ll want to go through the content itself, and work 

on delivering those three to five key objectives. Make sure your content is very clear 

and very specific and that each bit of content links through to the outcomes that you 

have. 

 

It’s a good idea at the end of the call to have a review of all the actions. So, whoever’s 

been writing down the actions can run through who needs to do what by when. 
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Something that’s nearly always omitted from conference calls is to have some sort of 

review at the end—“What worked well on this call?” “I wish that these things had 

happened”—so that you can make sure that your conference calls are always getting 

better, that you repeat the things that work well and that you improve on the things that 

maybe didn’t work so well. 

 

That’s been quite a quick run-through to start up, but I’m just going to open up the call to 

questions. Okay. So, we’re now open. So, Martin, do you have any questions? 

 

Martin:  Yeah. I think one of things I’m finding is that it’s very difficult sometimes to 

understand exactly where participants, let’s say over in the Americas, are coming from. 

So you’ve got a distance thing as well as a cultural issue. And just try to make sure you 

can get those rules agreed right at the start, where they haven’t been used before. Can 

you give any thoughts about that? 

 

Penny Pullan:  Well, certainly it’s worthwhile—you wouldn’t want to be talking about 

this right at the beginning of your call. You probably want to have one-to-one talks with 

people if you are working with people in a different culture, or you’re working with 

people in a country or company that you haven’t worked with before, because so many 

of these things, actually, people will just assume are normal. It’s a bit like going into 

normal meetings at a very technology-focused company where everyone has their 

laptops on and they’re answering emails. It’s just normal. But, actually, it’s not effective 

for meetings. 

 

So you need to find out how they normally run their calls, what people expect. And then 

if there are things you want to challenge, actually talk to them about it beforehand, so 

that when you actually come to agreeing the rules for a particular conference, you’ve 

already got people’s agreement up front. 

 

Martin:  Yes, that’s a good tip. 
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Penny Pullan:  So, what are the sorts of things that you’ve come up with, Martin? I 

know that you deal with America quite a bit, don’t you? 

 

Martin:  Yes, yes. I think, for example, we’ll have a call to somebody that I’ve never met 

before. And then you can introduce yourself, but perhaps get too absorbed in the whole 

process of just trying to understand their point of view, where they’re coming from, when 

you’re asking the questions. It’s then very difficult to keep the thread of actually 

recording the information you need and then linking down to your whole process about 

being very clear and specific about who does what, I think. 

 

Penny Pullan:  Yes. What I would say, if you’ve never met someone before, if there’s 

any chance of actually arranging a one-to-one call beforehand, so that you have met, or 

a video conference, or even meeting face-to-face, if you’re a team who is going to be 

working together with conference calls over a long period of time. That whole issue 

that’s core to all of this is that do people trust each other. And if that’s missing, then the 

whole thing is going to be much more of a slog. And quite often even a one-off face-to-

face meeting, or if you can’t do that, a meeting by videoconference or lots of one-to-one 

telephone calls, so people can actually work out who these other people are and what 

their interests are, what their values are, and what they’re trying to get out of it, and 

what they have to offer, will make a huge difference. 

 

Okay. I’m going to let some other people have a chance to ask some questions. Susan, 

any questions on the start-up process? 

 

Susan:  Well, just listening to Martin, we have a lot of partners—we’re a charity. We 

have a lot of partners overseas. And I think the conference calls that are successful are 

the ones which—you were just discussing the problems of meeting someone cold. The 

successful ones are when you’ve built a relationship. And that comes by communicating 

with them, whether it’s email or phone calls or meetings, where you’re just getting to 

know one another. And I think it’s well worth investing in that before you go into big 
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meetings where you’ve got lots of people involved, where you’ve built some kind of 

relationship, because that’s where trust comes from, is time spent together and 

understanding where each other’s coming from. 

 

Penny Pullan:  You’re quite right, Susan. 

 

Susan:  Yeah. I think that’s time well spent. 

 

Penny Pullan:  And this trust issue is so core, and yet people don’t think about it. They 

just think about the content of the call and so on. But actually people are much more 

likely to take action if they know who you are and trust the other people. 

 

Susan:  Exactly. And to share your own vision and your own heart, be it personal, the 

organization, I think helps. Just spending time sharing with one another I think is well 

worth the time. 

 

Penny Pullan:  Okay. Zoe, any question for you on this starting out? 

 

Zoe:  I think I particularly might be interested to know what questions, or when you do 

your conference call review, what ideas people have come back with in terms of what 

worked well, because that’s not a question that I ask at the end of my conference calls, 

and I’m conscious that I should be. 

 

Penny Pullan:  Well, just, you know, “What went well for you in this call?” is quite nice. 

It keeps people in quite a positive tone, and it means that people feel free to actually 

say, “Well, actually, it went really well, because guess what. We were all here on time; 

we all started up at the same time. We didn’t have to wait for anybody.”  

 

And then to get all those good things out of the way and recorded so that then you can 

focus on, “Well, what do we need to do differently?” And certainly today it sounds as if  

Martin hasn’t received the handout before the call, so certainly what will I do differently? 
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Make sure I actually get that to people and check that they’ve received it earlier. 

 

Zoe:  Okay. That’s a good tip I’ve taken. Thank you. 

 

Penny Pullan:  Okay. Richard, anything to add? 

 

Richard:  Yes, hi. 

 

Penny Pullan:  Hi there. 

 

Richard:  I think, as far as the startup of the meeting is concerned, I don’t think I’ve got 

any particular concerns. I thought the interesting things that you said about mobiles or 

laptops or timeliness or things of that sort really would be interesting and might impinge 

on meetings from time to time. 

 

Penny Pullan:  Yes. I think, again, you need to get people’s agreement as to how this 

will work— 

 

Richard:  Yes. 

 

Penny Pullan:  —especially on a conference call. So I’ve got my mobile off, but we 

didn’t agree that we’d turn mobiles off. So if somebody’s mobile rings, that would be 

interesting. 

 

Okay. Is Ruby on the call? No, okay. Ruby’s obviously going to listen to the CD 

afterwards and the recording. 

 

Okay. So, I’m going to go back to presenting now. And I’m going to talk through one 

really useful tip of how you can increase engagement on your calls. And that is to use a 

picture map so that you can see everyone on the call. It makes a huge difference. And 

I’ve got an example that I placed in the handout that you’ll be able to look at, which is of 
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a group that I was working on a couple of years ago. It was a group which was helping 

somebody with their PhD research. So if you do go and have a look, it’s worded in quite 

an academic way. But it was a group which was exploring how storytelling can help to 

engage people on conference calls and in virtual teams. And I’ve put in a link to the 

URL, which is www.onlinestory.net/docs/researchers.htm.  

 

But what you can see in the picture is a world map. And then you can see a little photo, 

along with their name, of all the people who are involved in this work. And it was done 

by conference calls and various other things, by online forums and so on. You can see 

their name and their location, and also which time zone they’re in. And that really helps. 

I’ve done this with several other groups, and just having a picture of where everybody is 

and a picture of each individual means that when you’re having the call, when you’re 

talking to them, you can actually look at them. Or when they’re asking a question, you 

can focus on their picture. And it really does help. It adds in some of the visual element 

there. 

 

Moving on, I’ve got a set of communications, some emails that I sent around a particular 

conference call. And I thought it would be quite nice to have a real example, so I went 

through my mail folder and found one that worked particularly well, and thought I’d put it 

in for you. 

 

So, the first email that I sent out was, rather than saying the date of the call and the time 

of the call, is actually asking people to reply with a particular data and time combination 

that they would actually join the call for. And we got everyone to say what particular 

times and which days. There’s a very good reason for this. If you ask people to say, 

“When would you commit?” then actually, when it comes around to the time when they 

need to commit, they are much more likely to be there. This is something called the 

consistency principle, from Professor Robert Cialdini’s work, which is about how it’s 

much easier for people to react in a way that’s consistent with how they have actually 

acted in the past or how they said they would act in the past. So, again, rather than just 

saying, “What’s your availability?” say, “What are the date and time combinations that 
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you would actually join?” 

 

It was a text email, because you’re sending this to lots of people from different 

companies. We already knew each other. We’d had a face-to-face meeting and we’d 

been on previous calls. But everybody had different systems. So I sent out a text email 

with no attachments. All they had to do was hit reply and then write no or yes under 

each time. I also asked: What are the objectives that you would like to see our next call 

achieve? I did this before putting the agenda together so that everybody could actually 

have some input. 

 

Another thing you can do to poll a group—and this is in the handout—is to use a Google 

docs spreadsheet. Again, this works if you’re doing it across companies. If you have 

your own internal system and you’re only inviting people from within your company, 

there are probably internal systems that you can use. You can talk to your IT people. 

But if you are polling people across companies, across the world, this is a free solution. 

If you go to www.google.com and select documents and create a spreadsheet, you are 

then able to create a form asking people various questions. And the answers to those 

questions will automatically be populated into the spreadsheet. So you can send out a 

form. This is very useful if you have large members—“Which dates can you make?”—

and you can have a whole series of dates where they can say yes or no. And all of 

those will appear in a spreadsheet as soon as people have filled them in. So it’s very, 

very useful and very easy to use, as the person coordinating all the answers. 

 

The next stage was an email which included all of the details. There was one email, the 

subject of which included what the conference call was, what the date was, and asked 

for people to apply their updates. It had all the details in one place. There are so many 

conference calls where little bits of information are set out at different times, and maybe 

you have to do to different places to find out the call-in number, the PIN code, the 

agenda, the objectives and so on. All of these are all in one place. And, again, you’ll see 

from the agenda that I suggested that it included a roll call at the beginning. It included a 

lot of time to set up the call correctly. In fact, a quarter of the call is spent on setting it 
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up, and a little bit of time is spent at the end reviewing actions and then reviewing the 

call, what went well and I wish. It’s almost always left out, that last part. But it really 

does help. And I’ve also asked for people’s updates as well by a certain time.  

 

And the last one that I’ve got for you to look at is a reminder that I sent on the day. It 

repeated all the information in the body of the email, but the subject said, “This 

conference call is happening today.” And it had the phone-in number and the PIN code 

in the subject. So that was there for everybody to read. 

 

I’m going to open up the call now for questions or comments. Martin, any questions or 

comments? 

 

Martin:  Okay. I like your email. I think that’s really good for organizing different people 

and different events. I’ll certainly carry that thought. I think, really, I agree with idea of 

the email beforehand, because I think that’s a good way to go through it. And I think the 

only question I had really was how you change people’s ideas about spending a bit 

more time at the beginning. But I think you’ve more or less answered, because if you 

can have one-to-ones at the beginning and then convince people that they need to do 

that. Then perhaps it’s easier to organize and do it a different way. 

 

Penny Pullan:  My experience certainly was, with this call—it was with a group who 

had been having conference calls that went on for a very long time that weren’t very 

focused. In fact, people were finding it difficult. And people were amazed we finished 

early. And yet we spent a quarter of the call setting the call up right. But once we’d done 

that, the rest of the call just went so smoothly no one could believe it. And at the end 

they were saying, “This was fantastic, a fantastic conference call. It’s gone so well.” 

 

Martin:  That’s good. 

 

Penny Pullan:  It’s a bit like the hare and the tortoise. You need to go slowly at the 

start, but then after that you can go very quickly because everybody’s completely clear. 
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Martin:  Yes, I’ve got the idea. Thank you. 

 

Penny Pullan:  Okay. So, Susan, any comments, any questions? 

 

Susan:  Yeah. Where do I find the Google template or whatever it is that you use? 

 

Penny Pullan:  There’s not a template. If you go to just www.google.com— 

 

Susan:  Yeah, I’m in there now. 

 

Penny Pullan:  Okay. Well, in that case, I’ll get there, too. You’ll find that there are a 

whole load of things available from there, not just a search engine. If you look under 

more, at the top left there’s a whole series of thing—web, images, maps, news, 

shopping, mail, more. 

—and you go down in documents, click on documents. You then need to be able to log 

in. So you will need to have a Google account. So you’ll need to create a Google 

account if you don’t have one already. And once you’re in, you can create documents, 

spreadsheets and presentations and share them. 

 

But the interesting thing about creating a spreadsheet is that you can then fill that 

spreadsheet up with input from people all around the world. So I’ve actually used this to 

create a survey for conference calls. 

 

Susan:  How does that work? Is that sort of posted on Google and people just go in and 

fill it in? 

 

Penny Pullan:  No. You can type people’s emails in, or you can just take a link. You 

can just email the link to anybody you like or in your company email system, or any 

email system. And then, when they click on the link, they will see your form. And they 

can then very, very quickly go through it. And you can design how they answer the 
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questions. They can be, “Can you make this date and this time? Yes or no.” It could be 

that simple, or it could be, “What times can you make on this day?” and then have the 

choice of different types people can make.  

 

Susan:  Right. 

 

Penny Pullan:  So you design it like that. They go through the form and then submit it. 

And the moment they submit it, all the answers are put into your Google docs 

spreadsheet, so you can go in and look and see everybody’s answers all coming in and 

being tabulated into a spreadsheet. 

 

Susan:  That’s fantastic. 

 

Penny Pullan:  Very useful system. 

 

Susan:  Yeah. That would be brilliant. I’m always trying to arrange meetings—not 

conference calls, but meetings. And that’s a brilliant tool for that, because it’s doing the 

compilation for you, isn’t it? 

 

Penny Pullan:  Exactly. It’s very good for surveys also, and some other things. But 

that’s slightly off topic, so I’m going to move on to asking Zoe if you have any questions 

or comments about this part. 

 

Zoe:  Yeah. I think my main point would be the reminder email, actually, that the 

meeting is going on today, because in the world where I work, sort of the BlackBerries 

and all sorts of things are always being used, and people aren’t always at their desks or 

near a computer. So that’s fantastic for them to have the reminder and the number 

actually in front of them to dial in so they can join in. That’s a great tip. Thank you. 

 

Penny Pullan:  Super. Richard, any questions or comments? 
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Richard:  No, no questions yet, just comments. 

 

Penny Pullan:  Okay. 

 

Richard:  I think you’re absolutely right about allowing time for setting up the call and 

dealing with it as you would with any other meeting, really. I think from the point of view 

of contributing to this call myself, I would say that we have thought, within our 

organization, about not organizing meetings to run from naught minutes past the hour to 

naught minutes to the hour kind of thing, but to allow time at the end of the meeting, for 

one thing, for summarizing, as you pointed out, but also for looking to the next meeting 

or looking to the loo or having a cup of tea or something. And it’s very difficult when 

you’re scheduling wall-to-wall conference meetings. Sometimes you end up in that 

situation, not to allow people to have lunch or do other bits and pieces between 

meetings. So having a target time which says, “We’re going to finish the body of this 

meeting by quarter to,” and allow some time for summarizing and assigning of actions, 

et cetera, with a view to quitting before the hour is a good idea as well. 

 

Penny Pullan:  Okay. Thank you very much for that, Richard. One thing I will say there 

is that this call, we will run through the hour, but if anybody would like to stay on 

afterwards and ask me specific questions about their own meeting—of course you’ve all 

got your own meeting that you’re thinking about while you’re going through this, or 

you’re thinking about a past meeting, and there might be specific things you’d like to talk 

to one-to-one. 

 

Martin:  Penny, I’ve just got one question before you move on. 

 

Penny Pullan:  Okay. Who’s that speaking? 

 

Martin:  It’s Martin. 

 

Penny Pullan:  Hi, Martin. 
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Martin:  Martin speaking, and Martin’s question was that sometimes I’m attending calls 

that are arranged by other people. And being able to clarify exactly what my role is and 

why I’m here for those calls I think is interesting to a lot of the things you’ve already told 

us. So it would be useful to sort of get your thoughts on that as we go through the rest 

of the call. 

 

Penny Pullan:  Yes. I think the issue there is that the people who are running the call 

probably haven’t been to this class. And maybe that’s something you could encourage 

them to do in the future. But certainly the things that I’m saying, although they are 

completely common sense when you hear them, are not at all common practice, which 

is why there are so many disastrous and awful conference calls happening. In fact, 

that’s the reason why I’m doing this, because so many people at the talks I do have told 

me that their number one issue as a project manager, or somebody working with 

change as a business analyst, whatever, is that they are spending so much time, so 

much hassle, with virtual conference calls.  

 

So, having been on this, it’s going to be your role to then ensure that the conference 

calls that you attend, as well as those that you lead, follow some of these principles. 

And, again, it’s very much about how can you influence people. Maybe you can have a 

discussion with them one-to-one. Maybe you can tell them that you’ve just participated 

in this call and that there are some ideas that might help support them. You might want 

to volunteer to take on the role of the scribe or the timekeeper. You might want to 

explain some of the things that you’ve found that have been helpful. 

 

Yes, so very much, you know, clarifying with people what’s worked for you and also 

volunteering to help them and support them as a conference call leader can be really 

helpful. And you’re more likely to get them to agree if you’re offering to help and support 

them. 

 

Martin:  Absolutely. That sounds like a brilliant idea. Thank you. 
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Penny Pullan:  Okay. No sign of Ruby? Okay. I’m going to go now go back into 

presentation mode, and we’ll look at four different things that we need to think about as 

well. 

 

So, I said we’d talk about preparing for sharing information, for making decisions, for 

getting everyone’s input and for solving problems. Now, we have started talking about 

some of this, so some of this might be a refresher of some of things we’ve been 

speaking about earlier. 

 

So, when you’re sharing information, trust is a key issue. The more sensitive the 

information that you want people to share or that you need to share, the more important 

it is to have trust built. If there are things that are sensitive, I would say, regardless of 

the cost, can you meet face-to-face at least once before you then work on a project 

together over conference calls? It’s much easier to develop a relationship, as Susan 

was saying, if you can actually meet people. 

 

If you can’t actually meet them face-to-face, can you build that relationship through 

email, through one-to-one phone calls, through possibly meeting on a video conference 

without focusing straight into the details of how you’re going to get this project done? It’s 

much better if you have trust in place. 

 

Again, when you’re sharing information on conference calls, it’s really important that it’s 

useful information, that it’s relevant information. It needs to be really clear and specific, 

much more so that if you’re face-to-face, where you can see people’s body language 

and see if they are clear.  

 

You might want to share information about people in the group. Who’s on the call? What 

are their names? What are their roles? And think about the sort of things you wouldn’t 

normally share if you’re going to be working as a group for more than one call. What are 

each person’s key values? What do they do out of work? If this project runs as well as it 
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possibly could and they were to score it a 10 out of 10 by the end of the project, what 

sort of things would have happened to them?  

 

It’s really good if you can build a strong ethos for the group. If you do things together, if 

you can take action, that will certainly improve the trust as well. 

 

Can you have some sort of shared location, maybe a forum—some people use 

Projectplace, maybe an internal solution like Lotus Notes or a Wiki or something—

where you can share information regarding your project, regarding each other, build 

your picture map as well, so that you’re not just trying to share all the information on the 

call itself? Can you have discussions about information? Can you send people out 

things to look at beforehand and so on? Whatever you do, with conference calls and 

information, make sure it’s really clear what information you want from people. 

 

And also, if you’re going to ask people to send you information, make sure that you’re 

very clear about the time that you’d like it back. So, for example, the email that I sent 

out, I said, “Please let me have your updates by Friday next week.” So be clear that you 

want a response and also when you need the response by. And think about the best 

way of actually handling the information. That’s all assuming that you have trust already 

in place. 

 

If you do have any questions, do write them down and we’ll talk about them at the end 

of this chunk. 

 

The next part is looking at making decisions. You need to think about how you’re 

going to make decisions in your conference call. There are lots of different ways of 

doing this, some really awful and some work well. You might have one person making 

the decision. And that’s agreed up front. And if that’s what’s appropriate, that’s fine. You 

may well as a group want to recommend a decision to one person to make. And again, 

be very clear which you’re doing. 
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You can have majority voting. That’s generally very fast. But there are issues with the 

losers. You don’t tend to get the people who don’t vote to be supportive of whatever you 

voted for. A really extreme example of this is Parliament. Just because a candidate has 

lost doesn’t mean that they now go around and wholeheartedly support the MP who’s 

been voted. Certainly not. And majority voting is rather dangerous in a conference call 

situation where people may well acknowledge that one point of view has won. But you 

can’t see the people who voted for the others. You can’t see if they’re happy to go 

ahead or if they’re very, very annoyed. So I’d beware of that. It may well be appropriate 

because it is fast. But for things that are really important, you might want to do different 

things. 

 

One type of decision making that is used an awful lot in conference calls is consensus 

of silence. So, “Who doesn’t think this should go ahead?” Complete silence. And people 

assume that that’s a decision and that it’s consent, that people are happy. It’s not real. 

Silence is never consent. Don’t use that as the decision-making process. 

 

Another one that gets used is in conference calls is the loudest voice, the person who 

talks loudest and longest. And there are people who can take over conference calls. So 

if you are running one, you might want to have some sort of presentation mode like this, 

and then ask individuals for their opinion, because you don’t want decisions to be made 

by the loudest voice. 

 

Often, what is useful is consensus, where everybody’s involved. You’ve asked 

everybody, they’ve heard everything, and you’ve asked for input from every single 

person, like I’m doing when I’m asking the questions. I’m asking everybody on the call. 

There is substantial agreement and there is commitment. This will take a lot of time, 

much more time than majority voting. And if you want to go for this because it’s a very 

important decision, then plan for it. You may well want to have several conference calls, 

ones where you make sure everyone’s involved, ones where you listen to everybody’s 

view and you present your own views. You may want to then go away and have time for 

people to think, allow questions, to make sure that you have that substantial agreement. 
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Maybe talk to people one-to-one and then come back with people’s commitment. It does 

take time, but it can be worth it when you have a really important decision. 

 

You’re unlikely to get to unanimous support. The consensus is where everybody’s been 

heard and they all commit to going with one decision. And that can be useful, but again, 

remember the time. 

 

Gaining everyone’s input—you have to be very clear what you want. Be very specific, 

and ask people to question you if they’re not sure. And also look for different ways of 

getting people’s input: email, you might want to do one-to-one phone calls, and you 

might have something online where you can share information. You might want to 

actually physically send things to people and get them to send things back. Don’t just try 

to get information on the day during the call.  

 

One thing you might want to think about if you want to gain everyone’s input is do you 

want to allow for anonymous input. Now, there are some things that people might be 

much happier to say in an anonymous way. 

 

So the last thing, solving problems: Solving problems can be done over conference 

calls. But there are some guidelines to think of. You need to make sure that you’ve 

defined your problem very clearly and that everybody understands what the specific 

thing that you’re trying to sort out is. As I said, be very specific. Avoid talking about 

solutions. Just define this problem very clearly. 

 

Once you’ve got the problem defined, there are a lot of different ways you can tackle it, 

just like you would in face-to-face meetings. One of the things you might want to try is 

brainstorming, where the first step will be to define the problem. Then you’ll want to 

generate lots of ideas, then cluster the ideas, prioritize them and decide which ones to 

go ahead with. Again, nobody’s saying that you need to do all of these in one call. But 

so often people will try to do everything in one call and then end up with a bad result. So 

you may well want several calls to actually do a really good brainstorm.  
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Or you might want one call and then get people to come up with ideas in a forum where 

people can build on ideas, and then have maybe a small group to cluster these, and 

then have a full conference call again to work out which ones to prioritize. Be very clear 

when you’re doing idea generation on conference calls not to criticize, because what 

you’re after is the quantity of ideas, not the quality at this point.  

 

You may use very different problem-solving techniques. You may well need to go away 

and collect data, and everybody then go and get the information that’s needed. Once 

you’ve got that data and shared it with everybody away from the conference call, you 

can then work together to find some solutions. Maybe you could draw something like an 

online mind map on a shared screen, or an Ishikawa fishbone diagram, or a matrix of all 

the different issues. Having some way of seeing some common screen or building 

things up in a forum can be very useful there. 

 

What I’m going to do now is I’m going to open up the call and just ask for any questions 

about this specific set of things that we’ve been looking at. So I’m going to ask anybody 

whether they have particular questions about any of these aspects. It’s really open to 

everybody. 

 

Zoe:  Penny, it’s Zoe here. 

 

Penny Pullan:  Hello, Zoe. 

 

Zoe:  Hi. I’m interested in the making decisions and asking for consensus in particular. 

So can I just run through the process that is to go around all the participants for their 

feedback? And do you then look for the majority answer, or do you—how do you come 

to the final end decision? 

 

Penny Pullan:  Well, the trouble with consensus is that it takes a long time. 
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Zoe:  Okay. 

 

Penny Pullan:  And it might be that you can make sure everyone’s involved. You can 

make sure that everybody has heard and understood what you have to say, and that 

everybody feels equally heard and understood. You can’t then necessarily jump to 

consensus. 

 

Zoe:  Okay. 

 

Penny Pullan:  You can vote at that point, but that would be majority voting. You could 

maybe vote to get an indication for how close you are, and then everybody discuss 

beyond that as to any barriers that they have with going with that. I would be much 

happier with that than just saying, “All right, majority vote. Right. We’re doing this.” 

 

Zoe:  Yeah. 

 

Penny Pullan:  So it’s very much what you’re looking to do is to build substantial 

agreement. And there’s no standard route map for getting there. It will depend where 

you’re coming from. When everyone’s heard and they’ve heard everything you have to 

say, maybe if you get some sort of indication as to where people feel the decision 

should go, if then it’s very clear that there just may be a couple of people who feel 

differently, maybe then you need to focus on those couple of people and get them to 

explain how things would need to be to get them to be able to support that majority 

decision. But there’s not a step-by-step route you can say, “Ooh, we’ve got consensus.” 

You need to be able to build in a lot of iteration and going around and talking to people 

and adapting things, and then getting to something where people can agree. 

 

Zoe:  Yeah. And if you were to sort of have two people perhaps that can’t support that 

decision, would you take that offline and have one-to-one calls, do you think? 

 

Penny Pullan:  I would say that you can’t say that you’ll get the consensus in one 



Conference Calls Made Easy – Master Class Series 
Preparation for Success 

©2008 Penny Pullan Making Projects Work Page 25 of 34 
 

transcribed by smc 

conference call necessarily. It just doesn’t happen. But it might happen occasionally. I 

would limit conference calls to one hour to an hour and a half, maximum. That may well 

not be enough time. 

 

What you might do is be able to make sure that everyone is heard and that you’ve been 

very clear and that they understood what you’re coming up with. And then people go 

away and maybe think about it and have some comments, and then another call later 

on. 

 

Zoe:  Great. Thank you. 

 

Penny Pullan:  So it depends, really. Okay? Anybody else, comments or questions. 

 

It’s interesting, isn’t it, that when I’ve asked everybody, there’s always been a comment. 

But when I say, “Anybody else,”— 

 

Zoe:  Penny, it’s Zoe again. I’ll ask another question. 

 

Penny Pullan:  Go on, Zoe. 

 

Zoe:  I’m interested in how you get anonymous input, because often on conference 

calls it will flag up who’s speaking.  

 

Penny Pullan:  Yes. 

 

Zoe:  So, what would your methods of getting that anonymous information be? 

 

Penny Pullan:  Well, you can do different things. Obviously, if you’re going to be 

speaking and you’ve only got a few people, like in this call, you’re never going to be 

able to get it anonymously. So you need to think about it. Do I need to have anonymous 

input? And if so, I need to build in a way of getting that, which could be people telling 
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somebody who is a trusted neutral person, maybe somebody external, maybe doing 

some sort of polling by your IT department, so you can get a vote.  

 

It’s thinking about how can you adapt this sort of thing that you’d do in a face-to-face to 

get anonymous things. Well, I might use Post-it notes which people have written on. 

You know, how can you do the equivalent offline? And it’s not going to be possible in 

the small group to have open questions.  

 

If you have groups of people meeting in different places, what you can do is get them to 

actually do some of the things that you’d do in an offline meeting, maybe write things on 

Post-its and stick them on the wall, and then say, “Well, all the people who are in Tokyo, 

what are some of the issues that have come up from Tokyo?” And that’s a way of 

getting some semi-anonymous input in. 

 

Zoe:  Yes. 

 

Penny Pullan:  Okay. We’re getting near the end of the call, so I’m going to move on to 

the last sheet on the handout, which I know not everyone has in front of them, which is 

a checklist. And it just runs through the things that I think are the most important to you 

if you’re going to have a conference call. The first thing is to make sure that you have 

the technology in place: a bridge line, you might have a company solution. And I’ve got 

another class coming up that will cover exactly how you can get a good-quality, 

reasonable line. 

 

Then, all the things you need to think about for your call: Why do you need a call? What 

do you need to achieve? What’s the agenda? Who needs to be involved and why? 

What are the ground rules? What roles do you need? What do you need to do before 

your call, and what actions will be done after the call? It’s very much an iterative 

process. So the first time through is really just the start. So make sure you revisit it with 

the people who are going to be in the call. And the startup card that you’ve been sent—

may not be with you yet—will help you with that. 
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Also think through these four things we’ve been thinking about just now: how you’re 

going to share information, how you’re going to make decisions, how will you get 

everyone’s input before and during the call, and how you’re going to work as a group.  

 

And think about those 12 key questions. You know, if some people are remote and 

others face-to-face, how can you make it more even? How can you cope with time zone 

variations? How can you provide some sort of visual input? Can you provide a handout, 

diagrams, maybe one of our completed startup templates, a shared screen, a picture 

map of who’s where? Again, if there any of those 12 key questions that stand out, so 

the answers are very much over on the left when you filled them in, put in lots of extra 

thought and effort into preparing that particular area. 

 

You’ll need to actually promote the call, make sure people have a chance to connect to 

it. Arrange a time. You’ll need to publicize it and send reminders. You know, what’s 

appropriate for you and your audience? And then, again, think about scheduling 

messages for people who are confirmed attendees. You know, are you going to need to 

ask them for photos so you can get them a photo map? If you’re going to meet a few 

times, it’s probably well worth it. Make sure there’s a reminder that comes out 

beforehand, and on the day of the call. “We start in a few hours,” or, “Here’s the number 

for the call that’s happening now.” Make it as easy as possible for people to join so they 

don’t have to look for a long time to find the information so they can join in. 

 

Straight after the call, thank people for coming. Include any agreed actions. And do you 

need to start planning a follow-on call before you’ve even had your first call? You may 

well need to do that. 

 

Okay. So, very much that checklist is summing up what we’ve said today. I’m going to 

open up for any questions, and then just run through some closing items. 

 

Who’s got a comment on the checklist? 
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Susan:  It’s Susan here. 

 

Penny Pullan:  Hello, Susan. 

 

Susan:  Hi. I think it’s given me a good idea for the conference call we’re going to have 

this week. We only actually have one person conferencing in, but he doesn’t know 

anyone. So I think I’m going to send details and photos of everyone at the meeting so 

that he can join and actually have a photo in front, and then a little bit of history about 

the person, what their job role is and a little bit of detail about each one. 

 

Penny Pullan:  Fantastic, Susan. Do let me know how that goes. 

 

Susan:  Yeah, will do. 

 

Penny Pullan:  Any other comments? Zoe? 

 

Zoe:  No. I think that’s a really good summary of everything that you’ve gone through 

today, so definitely be referring to that. 

 

Penny Pullan:  Thank you very much. Richard, anything from you? 

 

Richard:  No, nothing from me, I’m afraid. 

 

Penny Pullan:  That’s fine. Martin? 

 

Martin:  Yes, yes. I think it’s a really good summary. Thank you for putting that together. 

And I think some of the ideas that you put forward about trying to break down the 

barriers are very valuable. So thank you for that. 

 

Penny Pullan:  I think it’s years of experiencing calls both good and bad— 
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Martin:  Yes. 

 

Penny Pullan:  —and finding things that work. 

 

Okay. What I did say at the beginning was that actually there would be a bonus for 

anyone who stayed through to the very bitter end. So the question, as always, is what’s 

your “A ha!” from this call? What’s the key thing that you thought, Ooh, I can apply that 

and it will make a difference. If you send me that, and send something that you’re happy 

for me to publish on the website or to tell people about, because I want other people to 

know what people have got out of the call, what’s been really useful for them, then I will 

send you a transcription from one of my talks. Or if you’ve already received one, which I 

think one or two of you have, I’ll send you something different, maybe a recording that 

you can listen to that’s different as a bonus for taking the time and effort to actually send 

something through today. 

 

If you just email me, it’s penny@makingprojectswork.co.uk. The other thing is that we 

do have some further master classes coming up. The next one is going to be How to 

Deal With Things in the Moment, and it’s specially focused on engaging people, which 

is I think one of the biggest problems. 

 

And that is the end of the planned call. I think we’re about on the hour, aren’t we? If 

there’s anybody who would like to stay on and ask me any further questions, you’re very 

welcome to do so. Otherwise, thank you very much for joining. 

 

Richard:  Thank you. 

 

Susan:  Thank you, Penny. 

 

Zoe:  Thanks so much, Penny. 
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Susan:  Bye, Penny. 

 

Penny Pullan:  Bye. 

 

Richard:  Hi, Penny, it’s Richard. 

 

Penny Pullan:  Hi there. 

 

Richard:  I guess there’s a stunned silence. I don’t know whether anybody else is 

staying on or not. 

 

Penny Pullan:  I think most people have left. 

 

Richard:  Very well, fair enough. Question for you, if I may. 

 

Penny Pullan:  Yes. We’re still recording, so I can turn the recorder off if we need to. 

 

Richard:  I don’t mind which way around. 

 

Penny Pullan:  Okay. 

 

Richard:  In terms of this particular presentation, where does it fit in your scheme of 

presentations? 

 

Penny Pullan:  This particular one? 

 

Richard:  Yes. 

 

Penny Pullan:  About preparing for conference calls? 

 

Richard:  Yes. 
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Penny Pullan:  Well, it’s part of a series. I had a sort of overall one, which is a bonus 

call which I know you’ve just signed up for. So if you want to, you can listen to it. It will 

be similar but it will be much more around the context of conference calls. How do you 

know it will work? Where to use and where not to? 

 

Richard:  And so what others have you got planned? 

 

Penny Pullan:  I have one planned which is all about making the call work actually in 

the moment. So you’re in a call, and things are happening. You ask a question and 

nobody comes back. What can you do to make it work better, actually in the moment, so 

you’re not in the preparation phase, you’re in the call? How can you engage people in 

the call? 

 

And then there’s another one which is all about making it happen. So, for example, 

which are the best value and good quality ways of having conference call bridge lines? 

How can you get conference calls recorded and transcribed quickly? How can you 

produce CD, all this sort of stuff. And there’s also one about making people carry out 

actions afterwards. That’s another point. 

 

Those are the ones coming up. And then after that, I’ve got more planned. So, for 

example, how would you specifically run a lessons learned meeting as a conference 

call? That’s one that works very well. And then some of the other standard meetings, 

how would you do those remotely? 

 

I’ve also got one that I’m planning. It’s not definite yet, but I’d like to run one with an 

expert on webinars. So, what are the different tools you can use and possibly even have 

the tool being used at the time. So at the moment that’s something I’m dreaming about. 

It would be great to run those as one of these calls. 

 

Richard:  Yes. Okay. 
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Penny Pullan:  Okay. 

 

Richard:  The main things for me I think is probably within the call, really. And the 

issues for me are missing the non-verbals and sharing materials. 

 

Penny Pullan:  Yes. 

 

Richard:  And in my little example, which I was thinking of, it was to do with dealing with 

those who are present versus those who are not present. And I think that’s an 

interesting problem area to deal with as well. 

 

Penny Pullan:  Yes. So, the people who are present—but even the people who are 

present, there are some who are not engaged in the call. 

 

Richard:  No. It’s just more along the lines of how do you deal with the fact that you’ll 

have some people who can interact and will interact easily, and those who can’t interact 

so easily, who either can’t see all of the material or find it difficult to follow the 

discussion, or whatever, who are hanging on the end of the phone. It’s just so much 

more difficult on the end of the phone. 

 

Penny Pullan:  Yes. So you’re saying you have some people face-to-face and other 

people— 

 

Richard:  In my example meeting, I have some people face-to-face with someone 

dialing in from the States. 

 

Penny Pullan:  Okay. I would say with that sort of meeting, one of the key things is to 

try to make things more level. 

 

Richard:  Absolutely. 
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Penny Pullan:  So, what I’ve done in the past is to maybe get groups of people—if you 

have people dialing in from the States, for example, can you get the people who are in 

the States in the same room if they’re in the same location, or if there are two or three 

locations, get them actually in groups where they are? 

 

Richard:  Yes. 

 

Penny Pullan:  And then treat it as maybe a four location conference call, as opposed 

to a face-to-face meeting with somebody and a few people tagging on. 

 

Richard:  Yes. 

 

Penny Pullan:  So, that sort of thing, but we’ll certainly cover those in the call and I’ll let 

you know when it is. 

 

Richard:  All right. Brilliant. 

 

Penny Pullan:  The other thing I do have is a conference call survey, which I will make 

sure—in fact, I think it was in the email that I sent out to you when you confirmed joining 

the conference call list. There would have been a link through to a survey, because 

everyone who actually joins in the survey I will send them the results when I close it. 

 

Richard:  Okay. 

 

Penny Pullan:  I think you’d find that useful. It’s an example of Google docs as well. 

 

Richard:  Okay. Well, thank you very much indeed. 

 

Penny Pullan:  Thank you, Richard. 
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Richard:  No worries. 

 

Penny Pullan:  Thanks. Bye. 

 

Richard:  Bye. 

[END RECORDING] 


