
30       CORPORATE REPORT WISCONSIN       NOVEMBER 2012 www.crwmag.com

Jeanne Kessler is the director of global 
internal and external communications 
for Johnson Controls Building Efficiency. 
Like a lot of busy executives, there have 
been days where meetings ruled her work 
life without necessarily making it better. 
But last March, Kessler and the com-
pany’s 60,000 employees here received 
some great news from on high. 

“Our top leaders were talking about 
this, about how meetings take up so 
much time. It percolated at the top, and 
they said, ‘Let’s really do something 
about this. Let’s champion this. Let’s 
make that time count.’” 

What happened next is a sort of an Arab 
Spring for anyone who’s felt oppressed by 
all the hours lost at an endless succession 
of meetings. Johnson Controls Building 
Efficiency — a provider of equipment and 
services for ventilating, refrigeration and 
security systems — instituted a company-
wide campaign to reduce the amount of 
time its employees spend in meetings and 
make the meetings they do attend more 
productive. Dubbed “Meet Less, Achieve 
More,” the campaign, says Kessler, is 
challenging employees to take a hard look 
at every meeting invitation they receive. 

“I think people just accept them because 
they think they should go to anything 

they’re invited to,” says Kessler. “But I’m 
empowered to take a look at it and see if I 
have a role or function.” 

The meeting revolution at Johnson 
Controls is also putting meeting holders 
on notice. Call a meeting here and you 
better have a true need and an outcome-
driven agenda. Oh, and since time is 
money, remember the clock ticks louder 
in the conference room than it does in 
the cubicle.

“One of the things we’re doing with this 
program is we’re encouraging people to 
have 30-minute meetings,” says Kessler. 
“It’s amazing when you have that sched-
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uled on the timeline how effective and 
productive you can be. I think if you give 
yourself an hour, you’ll take an hour.”

On this recent Wednesday, Kessler had 
already been parked in three meetings. 
But thanks to the company’s new meeting 
mantra, none of them had her looking for 
the escape hatch. 

“I think what’s different is our meetings are 
more productive, more focused,” she says.

Over at Wheaton Franciscan Healthcare 
in Glendale, employees are also feeling less 
burdened by meetings. Sarah Martinez is 
an organizational and leadership develop-
ment specialist with the Catholic health 
care provider. A coach and adviser to the 
company’s 10,000 employees, she helps 
meeting planners work through the pro-
cess of executing effective meetings. Like 
Johnson Controls, Wheaton expects those 
running meetings to be prepared. A meet-
ing template is made available through the 
company’s internal server. 

“It’s a way to make sure everyone in the 
organization is on the same page with how 
meetings should run,” explains Martinez, 
adding it includes not only the basics in 
creating a good agenda but also a time for 
the faith-based company’s employees to 
have meaningful reflections. 

Melanie Holmes is a vice president with 
ManpowerGroup. In her 30-year career 
she’s been to thousands of meetings. At 
Manpower, the RACI format is used to 

run meetings. Short for “Responsible, 
Accountable, Consulted, Informed,” it’s a 
template that guides meeting planners and 
goers to greater efficiency. What advice 
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Johnson crontrols initiated its "Meet less — achive More" campaign and posted this cartoon on its employee portal to encourage productive meetings.

“Have the courage to step away from 
PowerPoint and have some dialogue. 
So many meetings we go to, it’s death 
by PowerPoint and it just goes on 
and on.” – Jeanne Kessler, director of 
global and internal communications 
for Johnson Controls Building 
Efficiency 

“People sitting in a meeting, checking 
their phones, I think it’s rude. Nobody 
is so important they have to have their 
phone sitting in front of them. People 
in the meeting who text each other, 
people who have sidebar conversations, 
it’s rude. If you aren’t going to pay 
attention, why are you there?” — 
Melanie Holmes, ManpowerGroup 
vice president

Ten Ways to Prevent Death by Meeting 
 1.  Determine the purpose for the 

meeting before you call it.

 2.  Invite only those who need to be 
there. 

 3.  Create a clear, outcome-driven 
agenda with a start and stop time. 

 4.  Deputize someone to be the time-
keeper and allow them to do the job. 

 5.  Document the meeting with minutes 
that include who is responsible for 
follow-up action, what the timeline 
is and how it will be reported back.

 6.  Allow time for actual conversation 
and input. If only one person spoke, 
you probably needed a memo — not 
a meeting. 

 7.  Remember less is more. Shorter 
meetings can often be more 
productive than longer meetings. 

 8.  Test any audio-video equipment 
needs before the meeting. 

 9. Start on time.

 10. End on time.

some Meeting advice
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 ■ FREE energy assessment showing 
savings opportunities

 ■ Immediate energy savings from 
installed products

 ■ Lower monthly energy costs

 ■ Check focusonenergy.com/utility 
to see if your utility participates

 ■ Have your utility bill ready when 
we arrive

Join Hundreds of Small Businesses Enjoying Lower Energy Costs 
Focus on Energy Small Business Program

©2012 Wisconsin Focus on Energy TMSB-2000-101012

Experience energy savings, high quality lighting and a great payback on your investment. 

For a FREE energy assessment and energy-saving measures call 877-229-6678. 

PROGRAM BENEFITS PARTICIPATION

Schedule your FREE energy assessment now!

Call 877-229-6678 or visit  
focusonenergy.com/smallbusiness

Take a FREE trial of the WisBusiness.com 
news service... info@wisbusiness.com

Skip the fluff and have  
Some real newS with your 

morning coffee.

Promote your business with the 
purchase of article reprints. 
 
Distribute reprints at your next trade 
show or conference, use them as 
educational aids, include them in 
press kits, or send them to prospects.

HAVE YOU BEEN FEATURED
in an issue of Corporate Report? 

CONTACT BECKY PECK FOR PRICING AT BPeCk@nTMeDiagROuP.COM OR 608-516-8565.
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does Holmes offer anyone, in any sector, 
frequently trapped at bad meetings?

“If I’m attending, and I’m habitually at 
meetings that are poorly run, I might ask 
if I can make the agenda or volunteer to 
be the time keeper,” she says. “Maybe it’s 
an opportunity for me.” 

Sometimes marathon meetings are 
unavoidable, though. Christine Clements 
is the Dean of the College of Business 
and Economics at UW – Whitewater. She 
recently endured a four-hour meeting. 
How did she and her colleagues, who 
were tackling budgeting and personnel 
issues, disconnect from the outside world 
that long?

“You build up a tolerance after a while,” 
she says flatly. “You train for it.”

Fortunately, Clements’ training included 
laughter. “We make fun of each other 
all the time,” she says, “and I don’t see 
everybody checking their email. We try to 
have a good time.”  

Lisa Schmelz is a freelance writer based in 

Delavan.
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Jim Hodge knows some things that other financial consultants might not. 

He knows that billy goat urine helps prevent cattle  

from getting ringworm.

He knows it must be around 77 degrees  

for corn to pollinate.

He knows that cows won’t gain weight if they are grazing  

outdoors in hot weather, but put them in an air conditioned  

barn or one with fans and misters and they are likely to fatten up.

He knows that barn swallows can predict the weather.

Hodge started out in the “bullpen” at R.W. Baird in Milwaukee in 1996, making cold 

calls just like all the other new hires setting their sights on an investment career. He 

has worked his way up to director and associate branch manager in Baird’s Private 

Wealth Management Group and his Hodge-Williams Team manages $700 million in 

client investments.

But Hodge is a farmer, too, and he doesn’t just dabble in it.

He is a fifth generation farmer and one of the owners of The Good Acres LLC, 

the 1,200-acre Hodge-Nienhuis family farm in La Prairie Township southeast of 

Janesville. He and his wife, Sarah, are responsible for 500 acres on which they grow 

corn, wheat and soybeans and keep 12 sheep, two goats, 12 head of Hereford cattle 

and more than 150 chickens.

“It’s a team effort, really,” he says, explaining that the farms of his father and Sarah’s 

mother are adjacent. “We share equipment and help each other out, but we make our 

own business decisions.” 

On this sunny day with a breeze in the air, he looks out over his acreage, which extends 

almost as far as the eye can see, and talks enthusiastically about his two careers. 

Baird Investor Combines Love of Farming and Finance

Story by Nancy A. Herrick | Photography by Shanna Wolf
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