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[START RECORDING] 
 
Penny Pullan:  Welcome to the recording of Supercharge Your Calls for Maximum 

Success. We have four people registered at the moment. And we are recording so bear 

in mind that when you’re speaking that you may well be listened to on a CD by 

somebody else later on to make sure that you say things that you’re happy to say. We 

will be in presentation mode for a lot of the call when I’m presenting information. And so 

it will be like this to make sure that it’s clear as possible. And then I will open up for 

discussions and questions.  

 

What’s the purpose of the call today? We’re all here to look at how to make the most 

of your calls during the call rather than preparing for the call or making actions 

afterwards. This is the real nitty-gritty’s. How do you make your calls work as well as 

they possibly can during the call? We’re looking particularly at project professionals. So 

that’s people working on projects, project managers, business analysts, people who 

need to work through change and with people on dispersed sites. The reason for using 

this particular call is so that you can understand the system that I’ve used for years and 

that I’ve honed during my training as a facilitator as well. 

 

And it is just one of quite a few calls. We’ve already had the preparation call that I know 

some of you have been in. And there is a call coming up next month on how to follow-

up. So using my way of starting calls, which you can see on page three of the handout, 

but we will use this for our own call today, “What’s your plan today?”  We’re going to 

cover the material. We’re going to have some discussions and ask questions during the 

call but in focused question slots. You can also look at the handout. If you have any 

problems please let me know later on. And this can also be downloaded if necessary. 

Keep in mind the call that you need to plan that you’ve got coming up. If you haven’t got 

one of those, think about one that you have been in in the past and maybe how you 

could have improved it. We will finish at the absolute latest by 2:30.   

 

How we will work together? There are a couple of ground rules that really help. And I 

would say mute if you’re not speaking during the questions if you can. This is something 
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that you can do on this session by doing a *6 which will mute. And if you then want to 

un-mute your line, you can do a *6. But again, if you have a mute on your phone, that 

will work just as well. Please say your name after every comment. I won’t be doing that 

because I think it’s fairly obvious that I’m Penny because I’m running the class. But if 

you ask any questions please do say, “It’s Richard here” or “It’s Grant here” before you 

make your question or your comment. And do bear in mind that we are recording. So 

make sure that anything you say, you’re very happy to have out in the public domain. 

Maybe not quite the public domain, but anyway, it will be available for people to listen to 

on the CD that you will receive.   

 

So what happens next? As usual, for those who listen right through to the end, there 

will be a bonus. It’s an article that I’ve written about using facilitators and how you can 

get facilitators for your own meetings, whether those are internal facilitators, where you 

can best find them, or what you can do maybe to get some external facilitators. That’s 

the bonus for anybody who sends me their ‘aha’s’ in this call. There will also be a 

recording made which should be up in a day or two. And there will be a CD and 

transcript which need some other people to work on them so they will take up to a 

couple of weeks. And I’m just going to open up for questions. Hello.   

 

Richard:  Hi Penny, it’s Richard. 

 

Penny Pullan:  It’s Richard there. Do we have Vanessa?  

 

Vanessa:  Yes.  

 

Penny Pullan:  Oh Vanessa.  

 

Vanessa:  Hi.  

 

Penny Pullan:  Hi Vanessa. I did a roll call earlier on but this is just a sort of repeat roll 

call because there are a couple of people who had come in. What point did you come 
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into that Vanessa? 

 

Vanessa:  I just came in when you were starting I believe. So I didn’t miss your 

introduction, I heard. Probably I would just connect the dots of the roll call.  

 

Penny Pullan:  Okay. That’s super. Thank you, Vanessa. Glenn, are you there? No 

Glenn yet. Susan, are you there? 

 

Susan:  Yes, I’m here and I heard the beginning. I think I missed the roll call.   

 

Penny Pullan:  Okay. That’s super. I thing I just wanted to make sure is that you know 

that we are recording. So just bear in mind that you’re happy that anything that you’re 

saying may well be on the CD which will go out to everybody on the call and possibly 

other people later on. Okay. Does anybody got any questions about the plan for this 

call? If you do, just say your name and then ask your question or your comment. Okay. 

All right then. I’m just going to turn on the group mute so that we have a quiet line. But 

before I do that, I just want to check that everybody has received the handout. I know 

Richard has got it. Vanessa? 

 

Vanessa:  Yes, I do.  

 

Penny Pullan:  You’ve got it in front of you. And Susan? 

 

Susan:  Yes, I’ve got it.  

 

Penny Pullan:  And Glenn? Not here yet. Okay, super. We’re going to look at those 

frustrations then which are on page two. Okay. So you will have seen this before 

because it’s one of the things I send out when people first register. But what’s different 

this time is that there are actually some little words all around the outside which actually 

are some of the solutions. And I’ve added little words in against the frustrations which 

show you which aspects of what we’re going to cover during the call today actually work 
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for which frustrations. What we will do is we will come back to this near the end of the 

call and see if we’ve got questions or we have examples that we want to fit together. So 

that’s on your second page of the handout.  

 

What we’re going to look at now is what we’ve just done for this call which is starting up 

your call. So last time in the preparation master class we looked at how you could use 

this startup card for preparing for your call. And now we’re going to look at it for how you 

can use it for real during your call. So there are various steps that you can go through. 

The first thing that you need to get really clear for your call is to make sure that 

everybody knows what they’re there for. What is the point of the call? And that should 

be something that maybe is three to five words that’s really clear. For us today it’s to 

learn how to supercharge your calls.  

 

And what are the things that we’re going to do? “Today we will…” And you probably will 

want to have maybe four or five, maybe one or two more than that. The key objective for 

your call that you want to achieve by the end. Make sure those are clear and that 

everybody knows what they are. Once we’ve done those, we need to look at a plan, a 

time plan, a schedule for what we’re going to be doing. Try to keep your calls within an 

hour if you can. Although one and a half hours does work as well. But anything longer 

than that just tends to get very, very difficult.  

  

A really important part for conference calls, in fact, what’s really important is actually 

who is on the call. Who are they? Because so often people have conference calls where 

they’re not sure who is on the call. Or even though they do know the names of the 

people who are on the call, they haven’t got the faintest idea who they are or why 

they’re on the call. And there definitely isn’t trust built up between people, which is 

something that is really, really helpful.  

 

Okay. So one of the things you can do with this whole thing about who is saying what 

on the call is to have the roll calls so you know who is there first of all. And the next 

thing is to make sure that actually you know why they’re on the call, and that only 
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people who need to be on the call are on the call. Because if you have big numbers of 

people, it becomes much harder to get a good discussion. 

 

There are a couple of roles that are really important for conference calls. And if you are 

running a conference call, see if you can get somebody else to run this because actually 

it will work much better and it will be much easier for you to concentrate on the content 

of the call and how the process is going as well. So a timekeeper is really useful. It’s his 

role to keep the time quite tight within these calls. So you can have somebody who is 

happy to keep an eye on the time and who can let you know when you’re coming to the 

end of time for a particular slot.  

 

Another role that’s really important as well is a scribe. These are sometimes called 

techno-scribes. It’s people who are sharing information on screens at the same time as 

having the conference. So these are people that will actually write down the actions. So 

they’re not going to write down the entire conference call because that can be done by 

recording the call like we are and getting somebody else to write a transcript afterwards. 

And we will cover that in the next call. But the scribe is just to write down and record the 

actions that come up. So who is doing what, and when are they going to do it by, and 

who is following it up, maybe who are the people who will help them, who needs to be 

consulted.  That’s the only information that you need for the scribe to capture. And only 

key decisions. It’s a good idea near the end of the call to actually run through all those 

actions and to make sure that everybody is in agreement.    

 

The other section which is just over the page is how we will work together on the call. 

Make sure that you run through the standard ways of doing things in case there are any 

new people to your call. But also ask people to state their name at the start of any 

contribution. It may well be that if you’re in a call where you’ve known the people, you’ve 

worked with them for a long time, that you can recognize the voices. But any new 

people joining the call won’t so it’s a good practice to get into the habit of putting your 

name at the beginning of every contribution.  
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The other thing is noise. If everybody mutes when they’re not speaking, which is 

something that I’ve made happen automatically on this call when you’re not speaking. 

But in these sections where I’m going through content, I actually mute out all the other 

lines. But when I do open up the line, if you could mute out if you’re not speaking, if 

you’re not asking a question - that would be really helpful. It’s particularly useful if you 

have people on mobile phones and especially if they’re travelling for example on a train 

station. I once had somebody in the call who was in a train station who didn’t know how 

to mute their phone. And so big chunks of the call were being obliterated by 

announcements of trains leaving St Pancras going up north. So those are two really 

important ground rules when you have conference calls.  

  

The other thing that people often neglect to do at the beginning is to explain what’s 

going to happen next. You can talk about how you will review the call at the end of the 

call. Explain that you will do that at the beginning. If you’ve actually had previous 

reviews with that particular group, it might well be worth running through the key things 

that you learnt last time, perhaps some ways you can make your calls better every time. 

You can run through what will happen afterwards. If people know that their actions will 

be documented, circulated to everybody and followed up, they’re likely to have a greater 

intention of actually carrying them out than they are if it seems that nothing is going to 

happen.   

 

Okay. I promised in the website for this that I would teach you a way to ask a question 

and get answers back. Let me tell you what it is first and then we will have a go and we 

will ask any questions you’ve got about the startup as well. The way to ask questions 

and to get answers back is rather than just to ask your question and let it hang in the air, 

“What did you think about the previous section?” “What questions do you have?” Then 

nothing comes back. Rather, actually poll everybody on the call. Polling means asking 

each of the individuals or groups. “So Penny, what questions have you got? None? 

That’s fine.” “What about Richard?” You can do it in that way.  

 

You don’t have to just pick on individuals. You can maybe poll by location. So in some 
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calls I’ve had some people maybe in New York, some in London, some in Paris, and 

some in Canberra in Australia. And I’ve been able to say, “London, what questions 

come up for you?” I’ve been able to say, “Let’s take five minutes to think of the top three 

questions we’ve got in each room. And then we will come back and in five minutes time 

I will ask each different region, each different room to come up with their top questions.”       

 

Okay. So let’s try it. I’m about to bring you off my mute and then ask each of you what 

questions you’ve got so far. So this about the poll. Okay. So Richard, what questions do 

you have so far?  

 

Richard:  I don’t think I’ve got any at the moment.  

 

Penny Pullan:  That great, you see, Richard.  Because I asked you directly, you came 

back and said, “I don’t think I’ve got any.” Whereas had you not said anything, if I had 

asked that to the entire group, it might have meant, “That’s fine Penny, I haven’t got any 

questions” but it might also have meant, “I’m terrified. I don’t want to stick my neck out 

and ask a question” which I’m sure you never would be, Richard. Or it might mean that 

actually everybody has gone to sleep. Or it might mean that everybody else is far too 

interested in their email than actually responding. So actually asking each individual 

works. So Vanessa, what about you? 

 

Vanessa:  I have actually two questions.  

 

Penny Pullan:  Okay.  

 

Vanessa:  One question is when said that make sure that only people who need to be 

there are on the call. What do you do if you realize that there are additional people? Are 

you taking them out of the call? How do you do that?  

 

Penny Pullan:  The answer as always is it depends. So of course in your preparation, 

that’s really when you can do the work. You could say “Who needs to be here?” What’s 
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the real purpose of the call? And if you have that really clear, and what you need to 

achieve, then it’s much easier to ask the right people to attend. And maybe if other 

people are going to try and attend, it’s easier to say, “Look, the specific work we’re 

doing in this call is this, this and this. And it might not be the best use of your time.” So 

it’s in the preparation that you can do things. When you’re actually in the call itself, of 

course depending on the situation that you’re in, you may want to reiterate the purpose, 

the point of the call. And then say, “Look, it might not be the best use of your time. If you 

would like to stay, you’re welcome.” Obviously it’s a balance and it depends on the 

situation, the project, the company and so on.  

 

Vanessa:  Okay.  

 

Penny Pullan:  What have you done in the past, Vanessa, in that situation? 

 

Vanessa:  Well, sometimes I’ve been probably caught by surprise when I realized that 

somebody had forwarded them, the next person had forwarded the invitation. You invite 

two person and you end up with having like five or six on the call. So I was probably 

caught by surprise and didn’t know how to deal with it. And probably it would be rude 

then to tell them to leave. Oh yes, sometime I had to tell somebody to leave the call 

because it was on probably a bit more sensitive topics. And I thought it was not 

appropriate for them to be part of the call.  

 

Penny Pullan:  And again, there are ways and means of telling people to leave. You 

can say just “Please go now” which you might not have a friend for that particular 

person. Or you could explain what the point is. “Maybe this is an area that is more 

sensitive. So it’s probably not the best use of your time.”  

 

Vanessa:  I have a second question.  

 

Penny Pullan:  Go on, Vanessa. 

 



Conference Calls Made Easy – Master Class Series 
How to Supercharge Your Calls For Maximum Success 

©2008 Penny Pullan Making Projects Work Page 10 of 26 
 

Vanessa:  When you are saying that thing to find a scribe, which I find indeed is a good 

idea because it’s always very difficult for one person when you made the call, to listen to 

the conversation and type at the same time fast enough. What I found though is that, 

because I’ve been doing that and asking somebody to take notes, but maybe I didn’t 

pick out the right person, but at the end, when I saw the notes that she had taken, they 

were sometimes so far off from the raised question or only taking up only part of it or 

incorrectly. But eventually you think like, “I would rather do it myself rather than having a 

scribe.” Do you have any advice how to do that? 

 

Penny Pullan:  I do. I would say first of all before picking a scribe, you need to be very 

clear on what the role of the scribe is. If you want full notes of the meeting, don’t ask 

somebody to do it. That’s too big a task to do and actually stay involved in the content. 

You can get the calls recorded just like we’re doing today. You can get them 

transcribed. And I have another call which talks all about how to do that. So if you want 

the full call or detailed notes done, don’t expect somebody who is participating in the 

call to do that for you. However, what is reasonable to ask is for somebody for whom 

the call is important to record for each action or each main decision, just a few words, 

who is doing the action, what the action consists of, when it needs to be done by. And to 

repeat that back to make sure that they’ve recorded it correctly.  

 

I would say I would avoid getting people to type detailed notes because the typing will 

be distracting anyway. Because if one person is typing, how do you know if other people 

aren’t typing and writing their emails rather than concentrating? So really minimize what 

needs to be taken and then get those things taken. And if it’s causing you too much 

problem, you can just get calls recorded.  

 

Vanessa:  Okay, thank you.  

 

Penny Pullan:  Thank you Vanessa. Susan, I’m just asking you what comments have 

you got?  
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Susan:  Yes, I’m interested in recording the call. I don’t know how you do that. Is that 

coming later?  

 

Penny Pullan:  I actually have a whole class dedicated to the best ways of recording 

and lots of different ways you can record yourself. You can get the bridge line to record. 

And then you can get calls typed up by people. You can get it done all around the world 

in different ways. But that will be covered in a future class.  

 

Susan:  Excellent. That’s my only question.  

 

Penny Pullan:  Okay.  

 

Susan:  Thank you.  

 

Penny Pullan:  Super. Any questions from Glenn? Is Glenn present? Okay. So that 

was polling. And I’m just about to come off mute and to restrict the line down again so 

we can move on. Okay. What we’re going to look at now is the core already of this call, 

which is how to engage people when they’re in a conference call. Because as you know 

it’s a really big issue. Conference calls are quite different from face to face meetings 

because you can’t see people. So a whole lack of visual clues – you can’t see in the 

faces, you miss all the body language, and all sorts of problems around 

misunderstandings. There may be too many people. People might be boring. People 

might not know who the others are. And you can get quite distracted. It’s very easy to 

get distracted especially when we’re all so busy and so many emails coming all the time 

and instant messages. And there may be no rapport at all built up.  

 

So before I dive into the three things that I think will really help with this, I would like to 

open up and ask you what are the biggest issues that you have with how to keep people 

engaged, and are there any particular ways that you’ve found already that work for you. 

So just a quick poll of everybody. So Richard.  
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Richard:  Hi. I think the biggest issue is, as you say, keeping people engaged. And the 

biggest things for me are mobiles switched off and email shut down. So I think the only 

way I found pursuing that thus far is to agree ground rules at the beginning of the 

meeting, same as you would in an open meeting.  

 

Penny Pullan:  Yes. Okay. So that’s interesting. So you agreed ground rules for 

mobiles off and emails shut down. But how do you enforce those?  

 

Richard:  I don’t know really. Mostly by pointing out when people do it wrongly, by not 

being awake when a question is being asked.  

 

Penny Pullan:  Okay, super. Thank you, Richard. Vanessa, what is your biggest issue 

around engagement? 

 

Vanessa:  Probably emails. When people are checking and answering their emails 

during the calls. Even though you keep repeating it at the beginning, asking them to not 

check your emails so that you remain concentrating. Especially with senior 

management with whom most of my calls are, you have trouble obviously to enforce it.  

 

Penny Pullan:  Of course. It’s interesting Vanessa. Have you ever talked about this 

being an issue as a group and asked how it might be better and got them to come up 

with the ideas of not answering emails?  

 

Vanessa:  No, I haven’t.  

 

Penny Pullan:  Because especially senior managers, they can sometimes behave quite 

the opposite from how they’re told. Okay, Susan.  

 

Susan:  Hi Penny. We are a charity and so we’re trying to keep cost down to a 

minimum. And so we use Skype as much as possible. We’ve equipped everybody as 

much as we can with little cameras and headphones, which you can get quite cheaply 
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these days. So that keeps cost down. And it’s nice you can see people, which means 

that they’re better engaged because they know that people are looking at them. We find 

that works quite well.  

 

Penny Pullan: Super.  

 

Susan: We’re trying to do that more and more.  

 

Penny Pullan:  Okay. Thank you very much. All right. The interesting thing there was 

that actually one of the ways that you can help to keep people engaged is if they know 

that at any point in the call you could say their name and ask them to contribute. So you 

may well find that people are much more engaged. Whereas if it’s a very general call 

and they know that nobody is going to come up with their name and they’re not going to 

be publicly embarrassed maybe in the way that Richard, he said he might point out 

people if people weren’t awake or if their mobiles went off, that you will find out who it 

was.  

 

So polling is one way. But the three top ways that I know in my experience that really 

helped, the top one is graphics and visuals. Give people something to focus on with 

their visual sense while you’re going through the call. That’s why we have handouts for 

these calls and why you have that big mind map for example with all the frustrations at 

the beginning, why I send out all of the handouts in color even though you may not be 

able to print in color.  The visual side of things is really key for so many people. I think 

more than 80% of people now have really highly developed visual sense because we 

use it so much. So actually when we’re in conference calls, we’re actually using things 

quite differently from how we’ve really been adapted in our world to be visual. We’re 

using just straight conference calls with no shared screen and no video cameras, like 

you can use Susan, in your charity, then it really is just on one sense, it’s just using 

hearing, which is very auditory.  

 

It is very difficult for some people to concentrate with just one sense being used. So 
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help to stimulate the other senses. The easiest one to do is the visual sense. And it’s 

one that’s very strong for lots of people. So for example, the startup card that we used 

on page three, even if you don’t have it filled in for your own meeting, just having 

something like that might have you go through the setup at the beginning can be really, 

really helpful so people have got something to focused on.  

 

You might not want to make quite such a complicated mind map as the one on page 

two of the handout. But again, having some sort of structure, and especially if you have 

something that when you’re focusing on one part you can just have one page visible. 

That can be really helpful. Okay. So use the visual elements. Use the other senses as 

much as you can. And things that people can look at are very, very helpful.  

 

The second point there is using stories and narrative. Now this might sound a little bit 

strange. “Penny,” you might say, “Surely you’re not saying that actually what we should 

do is start off all our conference calls with once upon a time.” No, I’m not saying that. 

But what I am saying is that as human being, we find it much easier to recall information 

that is presented in a story form. So for example, I was reading a book by Tony Buzan 

who is a memory guru I suppose you can call him, the person who invented mind maps, 

and from whose company I bought the mind map software that I use and have used in 

this handout. So Tony Buzan talks about how to use your mind and how to help 

remember things. And the way to remember things is to get engaged with what you’re 

trying to remember.  

  

So for example, if you want to learn things, if you need to remember a list of things, for 

example, the list of planets in our solar system that are closest to the sun going 

outwards, then he doesn’t say just go through and learn the list starting off with Mercury. 

But he will say remember a story about a thermometer that gets too close to the sun. 

And the glass bursts because it gets too hot. And out comes this ball of mercury which 

flies through the air and lands. And it’s so beautiful and shiny. But something comes up 

to it and she too is beautiful and looks at Mercury and sees herself. And she’s Venus. 

And he reads the story through. And once you’ve heard that story even just once, I find I 
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could remember all of a sudden the order of the planets from the sun.  

 

“Now Penny,” you may say, “This has absolutely nothing to do with conference calls.” 

But actually it does. Because what we’re trying to do is to engage people. And if we’re 

using just hearing, it’s difficult to do that. So we need to be able to engage people at a 

different level. And story is one way of doing that, by including things in a story structure 

using narrative.  

 

Another example of this is actually all of us are engaged on a fairly regular basis with 

something that’s happening a long way away from us. And that is when you watch 

cinema or if we watch films on television. We’re not there. We’re not interacting. But 

actually we’re hooked in by the story that’s being used. And in fact you can spend two 

hours or more sitting in front of a film completely engaged. Yes, that’s using the visual 

sense and hearing but it is also using story and the power of narrative.  

 

So an example of where I used this with a group or on a conference call is actually 

building up introductions with the research group. We never actually met all the way 

through the project. And we compared just standard web introductions that we looked at 

to when we told the stories of each other’s lives. This is when we were doing some 

research funnily enough into using narrative or using story to engage people in virtual 

meetings. And we compared the results of how people felt after each forms of 

introduction. And it was quite, quite different. When people tell a story about 

themselves, a true story of course about how they came to be part of this research 

group, people felt quite strongly that they knew the person and there was a level of 

trust.  Whereas just reading the web biographies, it was quite different. Those are 

normally not in story form. They’re setting out information on what people do. It’s quite 

different.  

 

Okay. I think at this point it would be good to have some questions before we go to the 

third one. So let’s open up the call and let’s poll everybody. I’m going to go the other 

direction this time to give Richard a little bit more time to think for a change. So Susan, 
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any comments about using graphics or stories?  

 

Susan:  I think the story one is good, especially if you have not met the people before. I 

think that’s a really good idea. And obviously you would have to tell them to limit it, to 

keep it brief because it could take a lot of time. But I think that’s a very good idea. So I 

should be using that.  

 

Penny Pullan:  Okay, super. Vanessa, any comments about stories or graphics?  

 

Vanessa:  Graphics. I see how you can be using the stories. But do you just mean 

stories for when people are introducing themselves or stories for any other topics during 

the call?  

 

Penny Pullan:  I think there are topics, for example, if you want to talk about maybe the 

set of events that you have coming up for the year, you could just list them all or you 

could link them together maybe using a little bit of narrative. So you could explain how 

they’re connected one to the other in a bit more of a story that way. Or you could talk 

about what had happened the previous year. And rather than just stating all the facts, 

you could link them together. It just makes quite a difference using this slightly narrative 

style and actually people getting engaged. It is interesting what came up with what 

Susan just said, when she said you would have to limit people. It’s interesting how if 

people do get engaged, people enjoy telling stories as well as listening to them. Okay. 

Richard.  

 

Richard:  Hi. Yes, it’s interesting what you say. You’re absolutely right about the fact 

that people are only using the one sense. And to keep eyes on the page and minds on 

the subject, you do need to stop them from fiddling and being distracted by the 

background. I thought the story idea was a brilliant idea because what you’re saying is 

rather than having sort of graphics to depict what’s going on, you’re encouraging people 

to use their imaginations to build up the picture, which helps concentration. I don’t know 

whether earlier we mentioned it or not because I think I was distracted, but the other 
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thing that strikes me is even if you’re on a conference call is go into a separate room 

and get out of the way rather than being at your desk.  

 

Penny Pullan:  Yes.  

 

Richard:  Because I’m not there at the moment and it’s being very difficult.  

 

Penny Pullan:  Yes. That’s interesting, isn’t it?  

 

Richard:  It is.  

 

Penny Pullan:  There are a couple of things that came out of that. First of all, you’re 

trying to get people to stop fiddling. And that’s something I would say if you’re going to 

have a long call, put in a break so they have a chance to have five minutes to go to the 

loo or to sort some things out that are on the mind or whatever. They can clear the air a 

little bit. You also mentioned about people using their imaginations. So some of us are 

fantastic at using our imaginations and that’s quite enough. But for other people actually 

having something to look at is important. So it’s really how can you hit as many of these 

as possible to get as many learning styles of the people who are in the group as 

possible. And if you know your group and you know their preferences, if you know for 

example their Myers-Briggs types. But you don’t need to know all about that to know 

that actually a variety of people will pull out different things and take different things.  

 

When using story in narrative, another thing that helps hugely is metaphor. So you don’t 

have to be bringing in a story very strongly but you can talk about metaphors. So you 

can talk about rather than the way a certain team works, for example, the program 

management office in a company I used to work for, used to think of themselves a bit 

like oil that helps an engine to work. And using that metaphor, it immediately triggers off 

pictures of an engine running smoothly with the oil lubricating all the gears as they work 

together as opposed to an engine without oil where the gears would rub and there will 

be a lot of heat and noise generated.  
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So what are the metaphors as well that you can use for how things are going in your 

project. Again those are very strong. People will hook into those and you may well get 

all sorts of insights back from people who are talking in metaphor. Maybe if you talk 

about maybe this team acting like oil, they can say maybe “In this part we haven’t got 

enough oil and it’s making a horrendous noise and we need some help from you.” So a 

metaphor is powerful as well.  

 

Richard:  Yes, indeed.  

 

Penny Pullan:  And it’s not something that is generally thought about very much in 

project management circles, the use of these things. But they are very useful if used in 

the right way. You have to be quite careful. Okay. Any comments from anyone else? 

Okay. If anybody would like to have a little bit of a look at this work that we did, there’s a 

link on the handout that you can click on.  

 

The third point about engaging people is to give those disembodied voices something 

that our minds can associate them with. This is something that we’ve covered a little bit 

in the preparation class where I recommended that if you knew you were having a call 

or there is going to be a set of ongoing calls that it will be great to get a digital picture 

from each person and to place those pictures on a world map with their name so that 

you could actually see where they were calling from. And as you’re talking to them, you 

can actually look at the picture of the person, if not the person themselves. And that’s 

the way of when these voices come, when you’re talking to a voice, you can actually 

look at the picture and see the person and think “Yes, it really helps to talk to the person 

rather than to just the voice.”  

 

Other ways that people do this, I was at a bank a couple of weeks ago, and they had a 

Darth Vader mask of Star Wars that they managed to find. And they used to put that by 

the speaker phone in a group or in a room. And there was another group in a different 

room. And that would at least in their minds help them to imagine the voice as actually 
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belonging to somebody. Whether that was totally positive, I’m not sure. The other things 

that are being done, I know that there are other people that have had a cartoonist draw 

caricatures of the people in the project team. And they blow these up quite big. And they 

have made sure that if people aren’t present in the room that those caricatures are 

brought out so that people can see them and remember the people.  

 

So how do people help on their own conference calls? How can you get those 

disembodied voices real? I think we’re still open to everybody. So Susan?  

 

Susan:  Yes. We’ve sent around photos and little biographies. So we quite often had 

meetings, quite a few of us in one room in England with a few of the clients in the 

States. And so we sent them pictures of everyone and little biographies of who they are 

and what they’ve been up to. But yes, I think having photos and a bit of information 

about people. If you haven’t got time to go around the room and everybody give a little 

word or story about themselves, I think it’s really, really helpful. I think it really helps to 

engage people with one another when they know a little bit about someone who is 

speaking. I think that really helps.  

 

Penny Pullan:  And Susan, you use cameras, don’t you? So you can actually 

sometimes see people.  

 

Susan:  Yes, that is really, really helpful. I mean we actually asked our American office 

to purchase us all video conferencing equipment. So that will be even better.  

 

Penny Pullan:  Video conference has its own ups and downs I must say.  

 

Susan:  Yes. I have experienced video conferencing before. Sometimes you get a bit of 

a delay.  But I think anything, as you say, if you’re hitting the senses as much as 

possible, it just helps. And also this whole thing of knowing one another. I think that 

helps with the trust. And I think if people can make opportunities for people to talk a bit 

about themselves, about something, then people feel they know them better. And so it 
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stimulates conversation better I think.  

 

Penny Pullan:  Super. Vanessa?  

 

Vanessa:  I fully agree with Susan. And I see Penny where you say that a picture is 

very important. And probably I would say they’re sometimes more important for some 

countries or culture than others. We were working with a lot of people based in India, 

and I found out that we were really looking for this, I guess. People from the project 

team were putting our picture. And they were saying to you afterwards “I’ve seen your 

picture. I know how you look like.” So for them it’s really, really very important to see 

how you look like. And they even were asking for pictures of our original key events in 

your life because, for them, it was kind of like knowing you in the project team. For them 

it was probably not enough. So they wanted to know about your life as well. So if 

somebody was getting married, they were asking for photos as well. So it was a 

meeting for them because we were never meeting face to face in reality. Some of them 

I’ve worked with them for like three or four years and never actually met. But obviously 

they wanted to know you personally. And let’s say that somebody was getting married, 

they were asking for a few pictures just to see how you look like. So I think for a 

minimum the  project team should share the picture so that you know how people look 

like if you’re not going to meet them.              

 

Penny Pullan:  Okay. Yes, you’re right. And that really helps to build the trust which is 

the foundation that all of us builds and rests on really. Richard, any comments from 

you? 

 

Richard:  I’ve spoken to people in our team about pictures and things like that. And I 

know that we have a big divide between the UK and the US. One of the managers in the 

US said, “I really would like to have pictures of everybody in the UK because I meet 

them very rarely. And sometimes I get a picture in my mind of somebody and it turns out 

to be somebody else.”  So it would help that definitely but we haven’t done it yet. So I 

think possibly the way in which the team operates, the regularity with which they meet 
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face to face may be an issue there. But equally listening to one of the ladies saying 

about dealing with teams in India who you might never see, I guess. Again, it’s still 

helpful to have a visual image of whoever it is you are talking to. I don’t know why that 

helps but it does seem to.  

 

Penny Pullan:  It’s probably all those years of conditioning and development that have 

got our human race to this stage really! It’s all being about building relationships with 

people you can see apart from the last hundred years or so. And I think again Richard 

you are right. There will be a range of people. For some people it’s almost critical to 

have that picture to build the relationship. And for other people, it’s not at all important. 

And they can say “I don’t see why they need that.” So there’s a real range, isn’t there?  

 

Richard:  We’re back into the learning styles and different ways of educating in order to 

find different learning styles.  

 

Penny Pullan:  Exactly. And it’s almost making everybody happy to do things that will 

be helpful for other people even though it’s not necessary for themselves. Okay. I’m 

going to go back now to just going through the content. Now let’s have a look at how 

you can improve your calls over time.  And if you run many calls, you should expect 

your calls to improve continuously over time. But they don’t automatically do that. 

There’s something you need to do to make sure that happens. And what this is is 

actually make sure that you review at the end of every call.  And to keep it positive, I 

would suggest the following questions. This is all on page seven of your notes.  

 

First one is what went well in the call today. And then use polling to make sure you get 

some answers. And then what could we do differently to make it even better next time. 

That’s a way of keeping things positive rather than it turning into opportunities for 

endless moaning, if you like. So what specific things could we do to make it better next 

time. And it’s great to have that and to record those key points. But if you don’t actually 

take any action after that, it’s not going to make any difference at all.  
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So what you can do if you have a series of calls with the same group, if you take the 

review from the first call into the beginning of the second call and in your ground rules 

section where you’re running through how you’re going to work today. You can say, 

“Last time we all agreed that it worked really well when we did this, this and this. And we 

said we should try these things that are a little bit different. So let’s try these.” And then 

you will find that you can build on the things that work well and change the things that 

didn’t. So that’s really quite important to do. And it’s something that comes 

automatically.  

 

Okay. Let’s run through an example of a call which is on page eight. So this is a call that 

I ran earlier on in the year.  This was a group of volunteers of a project management 

special interest group. We had all met before and we were from all over the UK. So we 

had a clear purpose which is just to set us up for success. There were certain 

objectives. We wanted to look at various plans and we wanted to come up with the next 

meetings that we were going to do. So we had a roll call at the beginning. Any of you 

who are in the preparation class will have seen the series of emails that led up to this 

particular call. We then spent some time, five minutes for the roll call. And then we 

spent 10 minutes going through all the things that I spoke about at the beginning on that 

picture – what was the point, what were the things you want to achieve, the objective, 

what was the agenda, making sure we had someone keeping time and someone taking 

down just the actions. We agreed the ways we wanted to work and who was going to do 

what. And then we went through the main body. And then we had a 5-minute review at 

the end.  

 

So it’s very interesting. We put the time together that we spent actually on doing those 

roll calls and making everything clear at the beginning and the review, that’s 20 minutes 

out of a 1-hour call. But in fact because we’ve done all these things, the call finished 

early because everybody was so clear. We did get through the meeting content very, 

very quickly. And I just ran through a checklist in the bottom of page eight of all the 

different things that you can use in your own calls. If you like, some things to think 

about, making sure that you had put in for each of your calls.  
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Now I suggest that just before the very end that we have a quick look at the second 

page of your handout which is the mind map with all of the different frustrations that I 

got when I surveyed people who used conference calls a lot. And I will just run through 

starting at the top what some of the things are. So if you get no answers when people 

ask you questions, make sure that you poll them. And make sure that they know that 

they’re going to be asked by name questions or they’re going to be asked for 

comments.  

 

If your call has gone for too long, make sure you have a timekeeper. Make sure you do 

the startup properly. And make sure you’ve done the right preparations so you don’t 

have too much to do. Again, if it starts normally delayed, make sure that you prepare 

really clearly so that people know and they get reminders in time. If you can’t hear 

because of background noise or because people are on mobiles in stations, make sure 

you have a ground rule to mute. And can we make sure that when I open up the call, 

everybody is muting?  Because there was a little bit of noise the last time. If nothing 

happens afterwards, one of the things you can do in the moment to stop that is to make 

sure you have a scribe to take down the actions.  

 

If people aren’t engaged because things are boring, then make sure you use some sort 

of narrative or story or metaphors. If people find it difficult to concentrate without 

knowing who the others are, with all these disembodied voices, make sure you have 

some way of embodying those voices, whether it’s caricatures or digital pictures. I would 

recommend pictures of everybody all on one page so you can see them all at once. If 

people are easily distracted, make sure they know they’re going to be polled. Use some 

graphics that they may concentrate on visually. Make sure people know why they’re 

there, because of your good startup. You will be able to look at things like time zones 

and energy states during your startup phase because you will know who is who and 

where they are, what they’re doing. Things like the lack of some sort of personal 

context, adding in some narrative will help.  
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If you’re missing body language and you don’t know how people are, ask them. And if 

people don’t know who is talking, make sure people identify who they are when they 

talk. And let’s do what we can to get those disembodied voices actually embodied so 

people can imagine who they’re speaking to. And again, coming up to nothing to look at, 

it’s quite key to have some sort of graphical or some visual element that people can look 

at and to think about while doing the preparation. And again, if people are wanting to 

say things and they can’t get a word in, polling helps to give people a slot regularly 

through the call where they can say what they want to say.  

 

And we’re nearly at the end of the call. So what I’m going to do is just open up for any 

questions for five minutes. And this time, I’m going to ask Vanessa first. Any final 

questions Vanessa? 

 

Vanessa:  I just have a question on the timekeeper. Yes, you have assigned a 

timekeeper, you have assigned objectives. However, somehow we all end up kind of 

being caught into discussion and typical like one of the senior manager goes on and on 

and on and there’s no way to cut him short. And I find it very frustrating because 

everybody has a timekeeper but the timekeeper doesn’t have like the authority to stop 

the person talking if he goes for too long. So what do you advice?  

 

Penny Pullan:  I would say you need to make sure that the timekeeper is somebody 

who is not cowed by authority but at the same time they are able to be very polite and 

they need to be very astute. But they need to be able to say, “For information, we are 

now 10 minutes before the scheduled end of the call.” And then you will facilitate. If 

you’re running the call, it’s you call to say, “We have 10 minutes to the end. All right 

group, we have a choice. We either extend the call and continue this discussion or we 

stay to the original purpose and we move to cover the rest of the agenda items.” And 

then poll. You might want to poll with the senior manager who is talking first. But without 

facilitation, what happens is that it carries on too long. You have taken more of the 

senior managers’ time than you said you would. And you’ve got everybody else fed up.  
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Vanessa:  Yes, okay.  

 

Penny Pullan:  You need to be brave. But I know it’s tricky, isn’t it?  

 

Vanessa:  Yes.  

 

Penny Pullan:  Okay, Richard?  

 

Richard:  I don’t think I’ve got any questions or comments.  

 

Penny Pullan:  Okay. Thank you, Richard. Susan? 

 

Susan:  I don’t think I’ve got any actually. I think it’s just interesting that taking the time 

to start the call in an ordered way and end it by reflecting on the success or not of the 

call, I think is a really good idea. And I think as you say, it probably saves a lot of time 

when everything is sort of planned out carefully and people know what their roles are 

and what subjects you’re going to cover. And then you can look at the call at the end. 

There’s a real sort of structure there. I think people work more happily when that’s set 

rather than a free for all and time just whizzes by. I think it’s a worthwhile investment, 

that 20 minutes. And then 40 minutes be the actual substance of the call, if you see 

what I mean. I think that’s good.  

 

Penny Pullan:  It’s quite different though from what a lot of people expect. I know 

Richard last time you said that often people just come into conference calls without 

really thinking about them beforehand. And actually Vanessa, this will help you with 

your timekeeper question. If you’ve actually gone through the startup and the ground 

rules and you said, “We know your time is precious. We will finish it this time. But it does 

mean that we have a rule that we will have a timekeeper or we will have people say are 

you happy with that.” It makes it much easier for people to say when there is a senior 

manager going on and on and on, it is much easier to say, “Look, we need to stop and 

check.”  
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Susan:  That’s good. Thank you.  

 

Penny Pullan:  I just wanted to check whether Glenn was there at all because I know 

Glenn was planning to join. No. Okay. So what I will say just in closing is thank you very 

much for coming and joining in the call. For anyone here who has listened until the end, 

which I think is everybody, I have a bonus for you. I have an article which I would be 

very happy to send you which I’ve written. But all I need to hear from you for that is one 

or two things about the call. What has been really helpful for you and what things might 

change the way you do your calls in the future? And make sure that you would be 

happy for those words to be used if I need to tell other people about these calls in the 

future.  

 

Talking about future calls, the next call is going to be on Monday, the 13th of October at 

half past one. And in that call we will be looking at how do you get people to actually 

follow-up on their actions. We’ve hinted at some of the things today. And also how can 

you get recording and transcription done of calls, which I know Susan is particularly 

interested in. But I’m sure there will be other people who are interested as well. Okay. 

Thank you very much. And I’m going to stop recording now. So if anybody would like to 

stay on for a minute or two and ask any other questions, I will open up the call and then 

stop the record. Thank you.  

 

 

[END RECORDING 58:00] 


