Assignment 2: Critical Reflection on Scenarios
As part of the recent “Project Design and Delivery” module, the class were subject to a series of scenarios across the lectures. Each class member chaired discussions within these scenarios. The scenarios were varied in style; some scenarios simulated meetings and class members were assigned roles, in other scenarios we were presented with situations as a group and had to work through them together to select appropriate theoretical options for action. These scenarios created opportunities for collaboration and debate. In this assessment I will critically reflect on my experiences as a participant in these scenarios, as well as my experiences in meetings and collaborative working environments from my professional life.
Experience in Class Scenarios
My understanding of a good meeting is that it ought to be necessary, focussed, efficient, and produce achievable actions (Brighton & Hove Social Welfare and Educational Trust 2015, Locock 2022). Further to this, the most effective teams include all nine of the Belbin ‘Team Roles’ (Belbin 1981). At this point, I don’t feel that I know my peers well enough to determine what team role they could fulfil and therefore whether our class represents all nine roles, however, I believe I would best fulfil the role of Implementer as I am very organised and efficient with tasks. As such, in the scenario I chaired, I hoped to ensure that each member would be asked for comment in turn, actionable tasks would be produced, and any necessary questions would be asked. I wanted the meeting to run smoothly, and to not go out on tangents which might limit the time available for other participants to comment.
I was assigned to chair a scenario in which the class had to simulate a planning meeting. Each participant was given a role in an archaeological company e.g., finds manager, specialist, facilities, outreach etc. and then provided with information relating to their responsibilities for an upcoming job, followed by two options for how to proceed with the work. Each meeting participant was expected to provide a justification for the option they chose.
Initially, I described my approach to chairing, explaining exactly what I expected of each participant and that my selection process would be randomised. I also requested that each participant provide their role at the beginning of their justification for clarity for the rest of the meeting participants. I think that this was an appropriate action as the list of roles and who they were assigned to was not shared with the rest of the meeting. It enabled the provision of key information for the other meeting participants so that they were more easily able to assess whether they agreed with the chosen options and justifications being given. Also, where I perceived that the responses given by the participants were somewhat unclear, I reiterated it more clearly, I felt that this would be helpful to the meeting participants.
During the scenario, I was able to trigger some key discussions about workload; for example, the options facing Paul as ‘finds specialist’ were heavily discussed. I was able to direct this discussion by offering the floor to other meeting participants in turn, but I was also able to offer my own insight and opinion from my perspective as ‘finds manager’. I felt that my previous experience on archaeological sites and assisting to plan archaeological investigations was very useful and enabled me to manage this discussion more effectively. I asked a key question to Martin regarding the finds retention and disposal policy in our situation as I thought that this was necessary information for Paul and the rest of the meeting participants as it may impact their opinion about the best course of action. Martin’s answer reinforced the groups opinion. My action here demonstrates the importance of asking questions.
When it came to final decision making on each option, rather than casting a vote each time I was able to see participants nodding and so could determine whether anyone disagreed without having to cast a virtual vote. I feel that this was an appropriate choice as virtual voting via hand raising is time consuming, this way we were able to continue smoothly through our discussion. In my experience, internal project planning meetings are often time-constrained, as such I feel that my handling of this situation reflected reality and was appropriate for the context.
There were certain elements of the meeting that I feel I did not handle as well as I could have. I feel that I gave my opinion first too frequently. I ought to have offered the floor to comment first and given others an opportunity to discuss the options and then if there was time left, provide my opinion. An example of this is after Andy gave his justification for his chosen option as Outreach Officer; I immediately offered my opinion citing the variables in this project and possibly straying from the brief, providing an alternative option that was widely disagreed with. In this instance I let my enthusiasm and interest override proper meeting etiquette and protocol. Furth to this, my responses to participants comments where not phrased appropriately for chairing; I frequently said things to the effect of “you’re right” or “that would be the most appropriate action” while responding to statements and justifications made. This language was too conclusive, I ought to have waited for others to voice their opinions and created and taken a vote at the end of commentary. The way that I handled this was not suitable for a meeting chair who ought to stay broadly neutral in order to maintain an open and democratic environment for discussion. The chair ought to seek a consensus rather than present their own thoughts as the thoughts of the group.
In scenarios chaired by others, I admired the methods used for handling disagreement during the scenario dealing with project management systems, chaired by Ella. Having been presented with a variety of project management system, we were tasked with selecting the most appropriate option for different situations. This task gave rise to debate over the appropriateness of each system for the situation at hand. 
Ella offered opportunities for initial comment on the situations, asking for justifications for using the proposed project management system. I felt that that project management systems and software were a fairly new topic to the majority of the class, and as such Ella’s decision to open the floor for comments rather than randomly select and individual to give their opinion was a very appropriate approach. The complexity of this particular topic and my inexperience with it made me feel less confident about commenting, so I was pleased to not be put on the spot immediately. 
In cases where differing options were advocated, Ella asked each of the remaining meeting participants to comment in order to better gauge where the group stood and how great the divide was. After establishing a 50/50 split Ella then offered opportunities for rebuttal after each side of the room gave their justification, and then finally called for a vote. I thought that this was very well handled as Ella managed the disagreement in a measured way and allowed all opinions to be voiced without conflict arising. Ella’s techniques echo those described by Susskind et al. (1999) which is predominately aimed at resolving disputes within companies but highlights the importance of allowing all points of view to be expressed in rounds  to in order to build towards a consensus.
Experience in a Professional Context
I frequently attend meetings in a work context with both clients and colleagues. As I work predominantly in the commercial archaeological sector, I am often included in project kick-off, update, or post completion meetings. My role varies significantly in these meetings, from silent observer to presenter. A good example of a type of meeting that I attend is a pre-survey meeting in which the client hosts a number of contractors involved in a survey and provides a briefing for the survey vessel crew. These meetings usually include key presentations from the contractors about how their work fits into the survey programme and what the responsibilities of others are relative to that work. Of these key presentations, I present a brief on the Protocol for Archaeological Discoveries which is a system for reporting archaeology during the course of survey. I think that these meetings are well handled; a timetable for the meeting is sent out with the meeting invite, all participants are introduced at the beginning of the meeting by a chair, and presenters that are nearing the end of the time limit are warned that they need to wrap it up. Often presenters have participated in these meetings many times and can efficiently get their information across within their time. These meetings do not frequently overrun, which is demonstrative of their good organisation, however, the meetings regularly last for two hours. which is a drawback to their effectiveness. A further drawback is that the meeting content is not always relevant to all participants at all times; meetings frequently have at least five presentations that are all very relevant to the vessel crew but are not relevant to the other presenters. For example, presentations given by benthic and ornithological specialists are not of relevance to me as an archaeologist, and vice versa. This may be an unavoidable drawback as it is not always feasible to drop in and out of meetings.
The practices used in these meetings reflect principles of a good meeting cited in many sources including blogs and research reports, and project management system/organisation protocols (Leach et al. 2009; Weisbord and Janoff 2019; Scoro n.d.). Specifically, the generation and dissemination of a clear agenda with timings is a very frequently highlighted principle, something that these meetings always do well.
I also have regular meetings with colleagues about upcoming work and feedback on submitted work. I’ve found that in these meetings, ‘chit chat’ prior to starting the actual meeting agenda is really effective in establishing a relaxed environment which sets the tone for the meeting. This phenomenon is supported by research by Allen et al. (2014) that concludes that pre-meeting talk is “significantly linked to meeting effectiveness, above and beyond good meeting procedures”.
Summary
In reviewing my experiences as part of this assessment, I have realised that planning, running, and participating in meetings is far more nuanced than I had realised. I am now able to identify both positive and negative meeting practices in the meetings that I attend which is a key skill for  planning and participating in my own meetings in the future. I’ve also identified some of my weaknesses as a meeting chair, such as allowing my enthusiasm to cloud the meeting aims and diminish others’ contributions. However, I feel that I can manage a discussion well, and am good at asking appropriate questions that facilitate further discussion.
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