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Abstract. More and more meetings are happening in the workplace, requiring significant investment and resources.    

Loss of meeting information, poor meeting practices and inadequate recording and information retrieval 

mechanisms result in meeting group memory being frequently compromised and very expensive. The 

Meeting Group Memory Toolkit emerged from researching group memory, learning and knowledge-building 

at team meetings.  An overview of current meeting group memory problems and current descriptions of group 

memory set the scene for discussing the benefits of practical attention to group memory at meetings.   This 

toolkit overview covers an outline of core group memory activities and practical applications.  
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1    Introduction 
 

More meetings are happening in the workplace.  Meetings have increased in length and frequency over the past 50 

years, to the point where executives spend an average of nearly 23 hours a week in them, up from less than 10 hours 

in the 1960s (Rogelberg, Scott, & Kello, 2007).   This is a significant investment in human and time resources.   

In the August 2017 Harvard Business Review article Stop the meeting madness (Perlow, Hadley & Eun, 2017: 

61), a senior executive stated: 

 

     I believe that our abundance of meetings at our company is the Cultural Tax we pay for the inclusive learning              

     environment that we want to foster…and I’m ok with that.  If the alternative to more meetings is more autocratic  

     decision-making, less input from all levels throughout the organization, and fewer opportunities to ensure     

     alignment and communication by personal interaction, then give me more meetings any time!  

 

Along with the increased number of meetings, leadership teams worldwide grapple with the complexities of 

change and the loss of group memory and group knowledge. Team meeting processes often fail to collect, store, 

regularly refer to and build on the learning and knowledge that arises during meetings (Akgun, Byrne, Keskin, & 

Lynn, 2006; Doganata & Topkara, 2011; Fong, 2003, van Ginkel & van Knippenberg, 2008).  The loss of group 

memory is expensive.   

Providing a meeting context and keeping an account of team meeting history and artefacts along with the 

current work of the meeting group is important.   Often accessing this information during meetings can be 

problematic (Boerner, Schaffner, & Gebert, 2012; Kauffeld & Lehmann-Willenbrock, 2012). According to 

Doganata and Topkara “recording meetings is as important as conducting them”; however, recording and retrieving 

meeting data effectively can be a challenge (2011: 1).  Meeting artefacts are the foundations of meeting group 

memory.  

My study investigated group memory, knowledge building and learning in team meetings. The research 

examined group memory connections in relation to rich meeting summaries, micro-learning, meeting reflections and 

knowledge building at team meetings.  I worked with a telecommunications company senior leadership team who, 

due to exponential growth, wanted to improve meeting practices, set a new strategic direction and incorporate new 

meeting and group memory practices to match business demand, developments and vision.  

The analysis revealed group memory phenomena I describe as “looking back acts”.  These phenomena 

presented in two ways.  The first involved individuals asking naturally occurring questions during a meeting, which 

checked and/or confirmed their own memory of meeting activity and team decisions about both the current meeting 

and previous meetings.  The second related to meeting activities where group memory was prompted via approaches 

such as rich meeting summaries, micro-learning events and meeting reflections.   

The Meeting Group Memory Toolkit is an outcome of  my research project. It was designed to offer a practical 

solution for teams grappling with how to structure a group memory framework either at the beginning of or mid-way 

through a portfolio, programme or project.  This paper provides an overview of the toolkit that forms the basis of the 

workshop being delivered at the 2018 Global Association of Business Communication Regional Conference in 

Johor, Malaysia.   

2   Current meeting group memory problems  
 

According to Kim and Shah (2016) up to $3.4 billion is lost annually as a result of meeting inefficiencies.  This is 

based on meeting analysis findings in corporate America. The most common source of inefficiency is claimed to be 

team members’ inconsistent understanding of meeting outcomes. Scott, Rogelberg and Shanock (2012) who 

examined the waste of time and money in meetings and investigated returns on investment, developed a three-stage 

model for improving the financial outcomes of meetings. This model involved increasing feedback and 
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accountability; providing training and leadership development; and introducing a strategic meeting design focus as 

an organisational culture.  At a higher level, for measuring return on investment, Scott et al. (2012) recommended 

reviewing organisations’ investments in meetings and assessing the return on meeting investment in order to 

formulate and implement a meeting change strategy.  

Further challenges involve meeting members’ ambiguous and divergent mental approaches to both problems 

and solutions. Learning opportunities can be missed during meetings due to information overload, time pressures, 

competing priorities, lack of shared attention, and lack of a formal structure to include learning opportunities and 

meeting reflection.  Information and knowledge is often lost when meetings end because of the ephemeral nature of 

talk and a lack of understanding and/or commitment to the decisions made during the meeting. Poor knowledge-

building and group memory practices, which fail to use a central digital repository for storing all meeting artefacts 

so they can be accessed in real time, are also a challenge.    Finally, it is a common experience that communication 

between meetings, and meeting preparation, create inconsistent practices.  (Boerner, Schaffner, & Gebert, 2012; 

Kauffeld & Lehmann-Willenbrock, 2012; Doganata and Topkara, 2011).    

3   Group memory origins  
 

Group memory has been of interest to many researchers and many different constructs have been proposed, 

including organisational memory, organisational emotional memory, collective memory, transactive memory 

systems, collaborative memory and transactive social memory.  A brief synopsis follows.  

From as early as 1911, organisational memory (Bakhurst, 2009) was the focus of broad group memory 

conceptualisations, rather than being examined in relation to particular workplace activities, such as team meetings.  

A general theme within the organisational memory literature, however, is that of knowledge that resides with 

individuals and the growing need for knowledge to reside in a supra-individual form to allow shared knowledge and 

organisational memory.   

Organisational emotional memory combines declarative and procedural memory, which according to Akgün, 

Keskin and Byrne (2012) is an emerging concept with two dimensions; emotional valence and emotional arousal. 

Emotional valence refers to how people describe an event and their rating of their feelings about that event.  In 

contrast, emotional arousal links to an individual’s past emotional experiences and the levels of emotional intensity 

this invokes.  For example if a person has previously been bullied in a meeting situation, any hint of similar 

behaviour in their current environment may trigger quite serious responses that affect their judgement and their 

memory of events.  

Collective memory, in contrast, was described very early as the shared pool of knowledge and information in 

the memories of two or more members of a working group (Halbwachs, 1950). A number of years later, research 

showed that groups exhibited some of the same collective memory phenomena as individuals (Weldon & Bellinger 

1997). Technology’s ability to provide a meta-memory for organisational work was the focus of a study by Nevo, 

Benbasat and Wand, who found that a meta-memory provided the processes for “collaborative procedures by which 

groups encode, store and retrieve information that is distributed among their members” (2012: 70).  More recently 

Dian (2017) referred to Jeffery Olick’s  definition of collective memory as a central faculty of our being in time, 

which is defined as the negotiation of the past and present through which we define our individual and collective 

selves (Dian, 2017).  

The origins of the term ‘group memory’ began with Wegner’s (1987) theory of transactive memory.  This 

research derived from Wegner’s work with long-term couples and how they maintained shared memories of their 

families and their lives as couples.  This research and practice soon found its way into organisational thinking (Rau, 

2005; Theiner, 2013).  In essence, transactive memory focuses on who knows what in a team.   In contrast, the basis 

of team mental modes, according to Mohammed and Dumville (2001) is that team effectiveness will improve if 

team members have an adequate shared understanding of the task, team, equipment and situation (p.89).  Theiner, 

Allen and Goldstone (2010) expanded on this theory by discussing the influence of the cognitive capacities of 

memory, attention, learning and problem solving on workplace groups. This line of research links to the findings of 

Betts and Hinsz, (2010) that collaboration allows group members to pool their memories through group memory 

processes and memory tasks, thus improving group memory performance.  

Further work on collaborative recall and socially distributed remembering was described as “transactive social 

memory” by Sutton, Harris, Keil, and Barnier (2010: 521). Licata and Mercy (2015) argue that collective memories 

are shared representations of a group’s past and that they influence the present.  Collaborative memory has received 

more attention in recent years through a cognitive approach (Rajaram & Pereira-Pasarin, 2010; Rajaram & 

Maswood, 2017). In summary, as aptly stated by Weldon (2000), memory is a social process.  Group memory is the 

result of group social processes.   

4   Benefits of meeting group memory intervention 
 

Using meeting group memory intervention designs sets the scene for benefits to be measured and achieved.  I will 

first outline the intervention designs and then describe the benefits of these interventions.   
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Memory group interventions start by setting up a shared digital repository to store all meeting artefacts 

including documents, resources, references and images of meeting diagrams and notes made during the meeting. 

The next step is to introduce a group meeting recorder, who maintains the shared online digital group memory at the 

meeting and outside the meeting.  It is imperative that this digital group memory is accessible in real time at 

meetings. Rich meeting summaries can be provided at meetings using the digital group memory to provide brief 

synopses and prompt recall.  The next step is to incorporate learning opportunities within meetings through learning 

transfer and microlearning events. Examples of this are accessing meeting attendees’ expertise to deliver brief 

overviews of topics relevant to meeting team members.  An example from my research project was a model for team 

meeting agreements that was then immediately applied by the team in developing their own agreements, using the 

model introduced.  The final intervention is to design and incorporate a meeting effectiveness reflection exercise at 

the end of each meeting to capture what is working well and what lessons were learned about meeting practices. 

These interventions encourage learning and will enhance meeting practices and in turn, meeting group memory. 

Interactions with the shared repository and meeting reflective practices will improve the way meetings are 

conducted and improve meeting performance.  Group memory practices enable team learning for continuous 

improvement and explicit learning in informal settings that can immediately enhance meeting practices, professional 

roles and work practices.  Rich Meeting Summaries develop a common knowledge effect (Tindale & Sheffey, 2002) 

and allow for knowledge maturation (Krogstie, Schmidt, & Kunzmann, 2013).  Higher degrees of knowledge 

maturation derive from discrepancies between collective and individual knowledge and experiences that challenge 

the collective knowledge.  

The challenge is to measure the benefits and impact of these interventions.  The best starting point is to 

establish a baseline using the current experiences of meeting satisfaction, meeting costs, attendance costs, and time 

factors related to loss of information and re-visiting decisions.  Regular monitoring and reporting will show changes 

from this baseline, including return on investment and the value in implementing changes to include explicit and 

deliberate meeting group memory practices.  

5   Toolkit  
 

The overall intention of the Meeting Group Memory Toolkit is to provide a practical framework to allow groups to 

focus on ways to improve group memory practices.   The purpose is to provide audiences with a range of quality 

resources derived from the research findings, which provide action-orientated guidance, activities and checklists in 

addition to extra resources.  The Toolkit can be used to repurpose existing meeting and group memory practices, 

offering a fresh format and applications.   

The toolkit is for business and organisational teams leading transformation portfolios, programmes or projects, 

who want to establish group memory practices and applications.  The toolkit can be used for large or small pieces of 

work and can be set up at the beginning of a project or part-way through.  It is for anyone who wants to centrally 

capture, store and retrieve group information and artefacts, maximize learning opportunities and develop 

knowledge-building practices.  

The complete toolkit offers a series of activities, exercises and resources for establishing meeting group 

memory structures and process.  This paper provides an introduction.  The following activities are the core group 

memory activities that emerged from my research project: rich meeting summaries; digital group memory; micro-

learning and meeting reflection techniques.  

 

Rich meeting summaries contain previous meeting work such as strategic planning documents, previous minutes 

and actions; photos of meeting artefacts; micro-learning topics, reflection session decisions; and any added 

resources. The rich meeting summaries are delivered at the beginning of the meeting to prompt group memory and 

for knowledge building. 

The digital group memory (DGM) can be a shared drive or one of the many collaborative online tools such as 

Slack, Jostle, or Trello.  The key to the DGM is access in real time at the meeting to deliver rich meeting summaries, 

work directly with meeting documents, and to find information when necessary.    

Micro-learning sessions and/or transfer learning events are included in meetings to provide the meeting’s leaders 

and members with new knowledge and implement new meeting practices. The sessions need to be interactive 

learning exercises for immediate application. On average these sessions are 15-20 minutes with all artefacts being 

kept in the DGM.   

Reflection sessions take place once the meeting has ended and are very brief. They can be very powerful when 

facilitated well.  The process may proceed as in the following example. Get meeting attendees to stand up and go 

over to pre-prepared a two-column wall poster.  The two columns are labelled: What Worked Well (WWW) and  

What Lessons Occurred (WLO).  Getting people to stand up to do this exercise is important as it invites participants 

to ‘look back’ at the meeting as an observer.  Participants need to discuss key points to identify what is working 

well, what needs improving, and then make decisions about the necessary actions.  These are written on the posters, 

photographed and become part of the rich meeting summary so the actions agreed on are implemented at the next 

meeting.   
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Two checklists are also included.  These are designed to enable meeting leaders and participants to examine the 

meeting group memory problems at their meetings, and then decide on the improvements needed, the benefits of the 

improvements and how these will be measured.  

With the first checklist, meeting participants can identify problems, noting their own experiences.  This 

individual meeting audit checklist is a series of questions designed to examine personal observations.  The checklist 

can be answered individually as a survey (i.e. qualtrics) with the results being shared visually to the meeting group, 

or carried out as a meeting group exercise.  This exercise is to determine the main problems.  

 

1. What kind of information do you personally forget from the meetings you are involved in? 
2. Generally, at the meetings you attend, what types of information often get forgotten? 
3. What types of information gets lost before, during and after meetings?   
4. How much time is spent rehashing and re-visiting previous decisions?   
5. How do you feel about the meetings you are involved in?   
6. In what ways are the meetings you attend constructive and helpful to your work? Or not? 
7. How would reviewing each meeting change your meetings? 
8. What learning opportunities are missed? 
9. Do regular “lessons learned” exercises take place? 
10. What types of learning topics and opportunities need to be incorporated into meetings for team learning and 

to keep the team up-to-date? 
11. What knowledge sharing practices take place? 
12. When information is in dispute or forgotten, how is this resolved? 
13. How is information accessed during meetings for problem solving, solution finding and decision making?    
14. What would be necessary to improve your team’s group memory in relation to your team meetings? 
 

The second checklist is for baselining the problems identified in the first checklist in order to measure and 

monitor the improvements.  The questions require thought about the current meeting resources, time and costs 

involved in relation to the problem areas.  With the baseline established, the benefits can be easily measured, 

monitored and regularly reported.  

 

1. On average, per meeting, how much time is focused on the problem areas you have identified?  
2. In your estimation, what percentage of meeting time is spent on each of the problem areas you have 

identified? 
3. How long are the meetings? 
4. How many people attend? 
5. Approximately, calculating attendees’ hourly rates and meeting costs, what is the financial investment in 

each meeting? 
6. Thinking of the percentages from question 2 and the financial calculations from question 5, what are the 

approximate costs of your problem areas per meeting? 
7. Meeting satisfaction– how would you rate this out of 5 (1 = poor, 5 = high)  
8. Learning at meetings - how would you rate this out of 5 (1 = poor, 5 = high)  
9. Meeting group memory - how would you rate this out of 5 (1 = poor, 5 = high)  

6   Conclusion  
 

This paper supports my workshop “Looking back acts: knowledge building and learning for developing group 

memory at team meetings” at the GABC conference in Malaysia June 2018.  It provides an overview of my meeting 

group memory research and the group memory toolkit that has emerged as a practical application for people 

interested in improving work-based meeting group memory.   
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