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Conference calls by phone are key tools for us programme managers. Nowadays, with our 

teams distributed across the country, or even all around the world, it’s no longer feasible to 

meet face to face every time.  With a recession looming, travel budgets are being slashed. 

With the threat of climate change, companies want to show that they are reducing their 

carbon footprints. All in all, conference calls offer the promise of quick and easy meetings, 

without the expense, pollution and hassle of travel. That sounds great, but is it just too 
good to be true? What’s your experience of them? 

Far from being a solution to the problem, conference calls often drain programme 

managers’ time and resources. In my own practice, I hear a range of frustrations with these 

calls:  

 ‘No-one answers when I ask a question.’ 

 ‘The calls start late and go on far too long.’ 

 ‘Often we can hear people typing their e-mails, sometimes even snoring!’ 

 ‘Preparation just doesn’t get done.’ 

 ‘I don’t know who else is on the call or even what they look like!’ 

 ‘Actions just don’t get done, even when they get written up.’ 

My recent survey shows that conference calls are usually frustrating and energy-draining. 

For programme teams working across time zones, calls often swallow up evenings as well as 

working days. In some industries, notably pharmaceuticals, people reported taking part in 

up to ten conference calls per week!   

 

 

 

 

 

 

But it doesn’t have to be this way. 

Since 2000, I’ve used telephone conferences as a key tool to run global projects and 

programmes. My experience shows that many of the techniques that work for face to face 

meetings also work well for virtual teams. In addition, there are some specific behaviours 
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and techniques for remote situations. We’ll run through some of these tips now for before, 

during and after conference calls. 

1. Preparation before the call is even more critical than for face to face meetings. 

What’s the point of your call? What are do you need to achieve by the end? Who will 

be on your call? Why are they on your call – what’s their role? How will you all work 

together? What’s the time plan for your call? Who’s going to be timekeeper? Who will 

record actions? 

2. Keeping people focused and engaged during the call can be quite a challenge. 

How do you make sure that people will find it easy to stay focused on your calls? A 

top tip here is to limit each call to an hour if you can, or one and half hours 

maximum. After all, it is difficult to stay engaged when you’re listening to 

disembodied voices! Without the visual clues of body language and facial 

expressions, people have to work so much harder to stay with the group.  

A simple rule, which really helps new participants, is to ask individuals to state their 

name at the start of each contribution they make.  

I’ve found it helpful to print out a map superimposed with a named photo of 

everyone on the call. We live in such a visual world that, without such props, it can 

be too easy to drift off to deal with e-mail or instant messenger.  

During your call, poll people for answers rather than directing a question to the 

group as a whole. So, for example, I ask individuals by name in turn what they think 

of a particular issue. This works well with several locations on the call – poll each 

location in turn. When people know that you could ask them a direct question at any 

time, they’re much less likely to tune out. 

3. To make it more likely that actions get done after the call, appoint someone to 

write down all of the actions as they arise – who will do what by when (as a 

minimum). Ask them to review each action so that it’s clear to everyone. Circulate 

the actions immediately after the call and make sure that you have effective follow 

up in place. 

Your calls can be recorded and even transcribed cheaply and easily nowadays, so 

anyone who misses your meetings can listen in again later or read through your 

discussions.  

All the best with your conference calls! When they are effective, they can live 

up to their promise of saving time, hassle and expense for programme 

managers and their teams. 

Penny Pullan is a professional facilitator and programme manager. Her 

company Making Projects Work Ltd. is focused on effective programme 
meetings, including those held by conference call. Tel: 01509 821691. 

For a free Master Class for programme professionals, a map of conference 

call frustrations from my survey and a checklist to find out if your next 

meeting could work by conference call, sign up our latest website:  
www.conferencecallsmadeeasy.com 

http://www.conferencecallsmadeeasy.com/

