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INTRODUCTION	  
A few months ago, I was facilitating a breakout session for a two-day national conference that started with 
a panel discussion. It was an interesting choice as most conferences start with a roar; something sizzling, 
dazzling, awe- inspiring, entertaining and impactful.  Those words are not typically used to describe a 
panel discussion.  

Each of the panelists was interesting in his or her own right; however, when put together on the same stage 
and facilitated by a mediocre moderator, it was not as scintillating as the conference organizers had hoped. 
And that’s a darn shame. It didn’t have to be that way… 

Which got me thinking about the ubiquitous panel discussion format at meetings, conferences and 
conventions. What it is; what it isn’t. How to moderate a lively and informative panel discussion.  How to 
BE a great panelist. How to engage the audience beyond just a Q&A format.   

Thinking turned into research.  If I was a meeting owner, organizer or planner, where would I go to find 
out more about this format?  If I was asked to be a panel moderator, where would I turn to learn how to 
facilitate a meaningful dialogue?  If I was asked to be a panelist, how would I know what to do to prepare 
and position my thoughts for maximum effect? 

As I dug deeper, I realized I was looking at how to transform the traditional ho-hum panel session into an 
interesting and coveted meeting format.  

I also realized that calling the traditional panel format “ho-hum” was just my humble opinion.  I wanted 
data to either substantiate or refute my perception of the panel format.  I wanted to know precisely where 
the pain was and then create a discussion to raise the quality and effectiveness of the panel discussion at 
meetings, conferences and conventions. 

This report is my attempt to stimulate discussion among those who organize and participate in panel 
discussions in the corporate, association and nonprofit worlds. 

May the findings spur you to think about and rethink use of the panel format at your meetings, conferences 
and conventions.  My hope for you is that every panel discussion hits the ball out of the park.  Is a home 
run.  Gets a standing ovation.  That your meeting attendees are talking about the takeaways in the 
hallways. 

Kristin Arnold 
Scottsdale, AZ 
March 2014 
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KEY	  FINDINGS	  
Here is a short list of the key findings in The 204 Panel Report to whet your appetite to read the rest of this 
report and for your future reference. 

  Panels	  are	  Pervasive.	  	  The panel format is widely used at meetings.  99% of respondents have seen 
a panel format during a meeting in the past 12 months. That’s a lot of panels!  Which also means the 
panel format isn’t likely to go away anytime soon. 

  Lazy	  Format.	  	  The panel format is considered to be a relatively easy format to produce: the meeting 
planner picks the topic, finds a moderator, selects the panelists and then moves on to more 
important aspects of the meeting.  Unfortunately, the audience sees this lack of attention and doesn’t 
enter into the panel space with high hopes. 

  Room	  for	  Improvement.	  	  63% of the respondents said that panels are merely “okay” or even 
worse.  However, if you look at the other side of the coin, 37% of the respondents said panels are 
good to great – and if you add in those who think the panel format is “okay”, it jumps to 80%.  If this 
is the case, then the format itself isn’t inherently “bad,” but it’s the execution of the format that must 
be improved.   

  Update	  the	  Format.	   The traditional panel format needs to be updated to engage today’s 
audiences.  These updates can be as simple as changing the way the room is configured to replicating 
a lively talk-show format.   

  Modera7on	  is	  Key.	  	  There is a high degree of correlation between the effectiveness of the 
moderator and the effectiveness of the panel in achieving the outcomes.  Having a skilled facilitator 
as the moderator is your best insurance policy to creating a successful panel session.   

  Moderators	  Bring	  Out	  the	  Best	  in	  the	  Panelists.  The biggest “pet peeve” is having a poor 
moderator with out of control panelists following close behind.  This makes perfect sense; when you 
have a skilled moderator, then the panelists will be less likely to get out of control.  Yet when you 
have a lousy moderator, even brilliant panelists can get out of control or miss the mark. 

  Be	  Deliberate.	  	  When you choose to have a panel format, be deliberate and intentional in your 
choices.  Choose an intriguing topic, pick a skilled moderator, select interesting and articulate 
panelists, create an lively format, and engage the audience early and often. 

“Panels	  can	  be	  great	  if	  done	  properly	  
and	  horrid	  when	  done	  poorly.”	  
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THE	  SURVEY	  
The core of this report is from data from an online survey conducted from August 2, 2013 to January 10, 
2014.  The questionnaire was in English and comprised of 12 questions (9 multiple choice, 2 open-ended 
questions and 1 closed question).   The intention was to determine the current effectiveness of the panel 
format from as many people who have been exposed to the panel format as possible.  Nothing more; 
nothing less. 

For the survey, I defined “panel” as a specific meeting format typically consisting of a moderator and 
several thought leaders within the company and/or industry for 45-90 minutes.  The format may consist of 
presentations, interviews, Q&A, and "hot seats" (live coaching of an audience member). 

While we used the term “meeting” in the survey and use it in this report, we know that organizations may 
favor other terms – conference or event, for example.  When you see the word “meeting,” know that we’re 
using the term as generically and broadly as possible, including conferences and other events. 

My mantra for this first survey was to “keep it simple.”   I asked 6 questions about the panel format and 5 
demographic questions about the respondents.  The respondents were also given the opportunity to receive 
the survey results by providing a name and email address.  Surprisingly enough, 63% provided their email 
address.  That data point, in and of itself, shows that there is interest in the topic. (see Appendix A). 

A	  panel	  consists	  of	  a	  facilitated	  discussion	  among	  several	  
thought	  leaders	  within	  a	  company	  and/or	  industry	  	  in	  front	  of	  

an	  audience	  for	  45-‐90	  minutes.	  	  
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THE	  RESPONDENTS	  
I solicited input from our Powerful Panels LinkedIn Group (246 members), other LinkedIn Groups and 
Facebook Pages connected to the meetings and events industry.  I also solicited several executive groups 
through LinkedIn.  

We received 539 responses to this survey – which may be the farthest-reaching survey ever done about 
panels. The preponderance of responses came from the United States and Canada (97%). The responses 
came from people within the meetings industry (67% are speakers, thought leaders and meeting planners) 
as well as executives and managers (48%) who regularly attend meetings, conferences and conventions.  
34% identified themselves as attendees or participants of a panel discussion.   

The respondents are also highly educated: 89% attained a college degree or higher. 

What	  is	  the	  highest	  level	  of	  school	  you	  completed	  or	  the	  highest	  degree	  you	  received?	  	  
(526	  responses)	  

54.6%	  
31.7%	  

10.1%	   2.7%	  

.9%	  

Graduate	  degree	  

Bachelor	  degree	  

Associate	  degree	  

Some	  college;	  no	  degree	  

High	  school	  degree	  or	  less	  

Execu7ve	  (C-‐Suite) 	   	   	   	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  21.9%	  

Leadership	  (Vice	  President) 	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  13.3%	  

Management	  (Manager) 	   	   	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  16.8%	  

Mee7ng	  Planner	   	   	   	   	  	  	  14.1%	  

Thought	  Leader/Expert 	   	   	   	   	   	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  32.5%	  

Speaker/Moderator 	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	  	  48.7%	  

Par7cipant/Aaendee 	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	  	  33.7%	  

Not	  related/unemployed 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  2.0%	  

10.1% 2.7% 

.1% 
Which	  of	  the	  following	  categories	  
best	  describes	  your	  rela7onship/
employment	  within	  the	  mee7ngs	  

industry?	  
(511	  responses)	  
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PANELS	  ARE	  WIDESPREAD	  
It wasn’t a big surprise to find that 99% of the respondents have attended at least one meeting in the last 
year.  

Some conversation on LinkedIn suggested “banning the panel.”  With these kinds of numbers, I don’t 
believe panels are going to “go away” anytime soon.  Furthermore, the panel format is considered to be an 
“easy” format to produce.  The meeting planner picks the topic, finds a moderator and selects the panelists.  
Then the planner doesn’t have to worry about it; it’s a self-contained conversation.  That time slot has been 
filled so the planner can focus on the more important aspects of the conference. 

Unfortunately, moderators and panelists are often selected for political reasons and not necessarily for 
their talents.  Perhaps the organizer has some high profile executives and/or sponsors that need some kind 
of visibility on the program, or someone who is “up and coming” who needs a low-risk opportunity to strut 
their stuff. 

As a result, panels are often times seen as a “lazy” option and the audience doesn’t really enter into the 
panel space with high hopes. 

How	  many	  business	  mee7ngs,	  conferences	  or	  conven7ons	  have	  you	  aaended	  in	  the	  last	  
12	  months?	  	  
(524	  responses)	  

0	  

1-‐5	  

6-‐10	  27.1%	  

37.8%	  

9.5%	  

18.1%	  

1.0%	  

6.5%	  

11-‐15	  

15-‐20	  

20+	  

22.7%	  

42.4%	  13.8%	  

10.3%	  

3.1%	  

7.7%	  

Interestingly enough, 98% of the respondents indicated that they had 
seen a panel format during a meeting in the past 12 months.  That’s 
an incredibly large number which leads me to conclude that the panel 
format is commonly used. 

Of	  those	  mee7ngs,	  approximately	  what	  percentage	  used	  a	  panel	  format?	  	  
(523	  responses)	  

0% 	   	  1-‐20% 	   	  21-‐40% 	   	  41-‐60% 	   	  61-‐80% 	   	  81-‐100%	  	  
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BACK	  TO	  BASICS…	  

Harry A. Overstreet, an American educator, first coined the term “panel discussion” in a short article “On 
the Panel” in the October, 1934 issue of The Trained Nurse and Hospital Review.  In essence, Overstreet 
envisioned the panel as a “glorified conversation [with] all the delight of generous give-and-take. And if it 
is a genuinely good conversation, it sends people away with a warm feeling not only that their own ideas 
have been clarified but that their understanding of other points of view has been broadened.” 

The actual mechanics of a panel discussion at that time were to: 

Set	  the	  Stage.	  	  “The members of the panel (usually not more than eight) sit on the platform, behind a 
long table facing the audience, so that they may comfortably lean forward as they engage in the 
discussion.”  

Have	  a	  Chairman.	  	  “One member of the panel serves as chairman. His function is to state the problem 
and to keep the discussion well within the areas of relevancy.”  (See Overstreet on the Role of the 
Moderator.) 

Have	  No	  Speeches.	  	  “If he is a wise chairman, he announces at the beginning the one simple rule of the 
procedure; that no one, under any circumstances, is to rise and make a speech. To do so, he 
indicates, will be the one unforgivable offense.”  

Kick	  It	  Off.	  	  “Informally introducing the individual members of the panel, he then states briefly the 
problem of the evening and throws the discussion open to the panel, inviting any member to speak 
as the spirit moves him.” 

Not	  Rehearse.	  	  “A nervous chairman will feel that something in the nature of a program must be agreed 
upon beforehand. He will therefore gather his panel about him and conduct a kind of preliminary 
discussion. No worse procedure can be imagined. The stimulation and the intellectual value of the 
panel method lie in its sheer spontaneity, for it is in the atmosphere of spontaneity that the best 
flashes of insight frequently come, the most fascinating turns of thought, the quips of humor.” 

Engage	  the	  Audience	  in	  Q&A.	  	  “Usually, at the end of an hour or so – or better, when something in the 
way of one or more clear-cut opinions has shaped itself in the panel – the discussion is thrown open 
to the audience. It is most interesting to watch the swift response. The audience has thus far had no 
chance to express themselves. But they have been literally sitting on the edge of their chairs. When 
their chance comes, therefore, they are instantly on their feet. Usually from all over the room, 
questions and opinions come like rifle cracks, and for another hour the discussion waxes warm.” 

“I	  just	  find	  them	  a	  bit	  ‘boring’	  and	  old	  fashioned	  –	  
I’d	  like	  to	  see	  a	  whole	  new	  way	  of	  gelng	  ‘experts’	  

involved	  in	  sharing	  their	  knowledge.”	  
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…WITH	  A	  FEW	  MODERN	  UPDATES	  
While the mechanics are still basically the same, a few modern updates are necessary to keep Overstreet’s 
model current: 

Get	  Rid	  of	  the	  Long,	  Draped	  Table.  It creates a barrier between the panelists and the audience.  
Consider seating the panelists in a shallow semi-circle in comfortable chairs with a small cocktail 
table in front or to the side.   

Limit	  the	  Number	  of	  Panelists	  to	  3	  or	  4.	  	  Eight panelists is too many to have a meaningful 
conversation.  We have found the sweet spot to be 3 or 4, tops. 

Carefully	  Select	  a	  Skilled	  Moderator.	  	  This is crucial to the success of your program.  Never assume 
that a celebrity or well known person can do this task.  Do your due diligence when selecting a 
moderator from within the organization, an industry expert or professional speaker. 

No	  Speeches.	  	  This is equally as relevant, if not more so.  If you must, do speeches BEFORE the panel 
starts! 

No	  Rehearsals.	  	  There is some value to giving the panelists a preview of the process you will use – and 
save the discussion about the content for the actual session. 

Engage	  the	  Audience	  Early.	  	  Today’s audiences are demanding to be more engaged in the actual 
development of the program.  You can use technology enablers (social media, email, etc.) to engage 
the audience before the session starts and continue the conversation afterward.  Furthermore, there 
are a myriad of ways to engage the audience during the session beyond just the typical Q&A format 
at the end. 

“He”	  Can	  Be	  a	  “She.”	  	  Overstreet uses the pronoun “he” throughout his discourse, presumably because 
most moderators and panelists were men at that time.  Unfortunately, many moderators and 
panelists today continue to be men although it is even more important for panelists to represent the 
diverse populations within the audience. 

“There’s	  a	  wide	  variety	  of	  role	  models	  influencing	  panelists	  
and	  moderators	  today:	  from	  the	  screaming	  matches	  on	  cable	  
news	  to	  the	  canned	  corporate	  panels	  in	  company	  town	  halls.	  	  

A	  moderator	  who	  can	  engage	  panel	  members	  in	  a	  
meaningful	  conversa3on	  is	  worth	  their	  weight	  in	  gold.”	  
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HOW	  EFFECTIVE	  IS	  THE	  PANEL?	  

The first question on the survey was	  “In	  your	  opinion,	  how	  effec7ve	  is	  the	  expert	  panel	  format	  at	  
your	  company	  or	  associa7on	  mee7ng,	  conference	  or	  conven7on?”	  

Very	  Poor 	  	  Poor 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  Okay	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  Good 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  Great	  

2%	  

18%	  

43%	  

34%	  

3%	  

Very	  Poor/Poor/Okay	  	  	  	  	  	  Good/Great	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  Okay/Good/Great	  

2%	  

18%	  

63%	  

43%	  

9	  

At first blush, this looks like a typical, 
predictable standard distribution curve.  No 
big deal.  However, when you look a little 
closer, 63% say that the panel format is 
merely “okay” or even worse!  

When you look at the other side of the coin, 
37% of the respondents said panels are good 
to great – and if you add in those who think 
the panel format is “okay,” it jumps to 80%.  
If this is the case, then the format itself isn’t 
inherently “bad,” but it’s the execution of the 
format that is the problem.  

Considering panels are a pervasive meeting 
format, this indicates that there is much 
room for improvement! 

37%	  

3%	  

34%	  

43%	  

3%	  

34%	  

80%	  
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A	  CURRENT	  SNAPSHOT	  
While Question #1 asked about the overall effectiveness of the panel format, I wanted to know about the 
respondents’ most recent experience.  Question #2 asked,	  “Think	  about	  the	  last	  panel	  discussion	  you	  
witnessed	  or	  were	  a	  part	  of.	  	  How	  effec7ve	  was	  the	  panel	  in	  achieving	  the	  stated	  objec7ves?”	  

You can see a typical standard distribution curve here as well….which could mean their most recent 
experience mirrors their overall impression.  So I dug a little deeper and yes, indeed, there is a high 
correlation between the answers to Questions 1 and 2.  The conclusion?  Your panel is only as good as the 
last panel your attendees have attended.  My guess is that attendees have long memories, as well. 

Very	  Poor 	  	  Poor 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  Okay	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  Good 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  Great	  

5%	  

20%	  

38%	  

31%	  

6%	  

Q1	  	  /	  	  Q2	   Very	  Poor	   Poor	   Okay	   Good	   Great	  

Very	  poor	  

Poor	  

Okay	  

Good	  

Great	  
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THE	  MODERATOR	  
Question #3 asked about the most recent panel discussion, “Was	  the	  moderator	  effec7ve?”  The good 
news is that 71% believe that moderators do an okay or better job at facilitating the panel discussion – 
although I find it heart wrenching that darn near half of all moderators are considered to be merely “okay.” 

I was curious to know if there was a correlation between the effectiveness of the panel achieving the 
outcomes and the effectiveness of the moderator.  It shouldn’t come as a surprise; however, it is delightful 
to see data that shows a definite correlation.  When you have a great moderator, you will probably have a 
great panel.  Poor moderator, poor panel. 

Nope	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  Not	  Really 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  Did	  Okay	   	  	  	  	  	  	  Yes	  Indeed!	  

5%	  

24%	  

49%	  

22%	  

Very	  Poor	   Poor	   Okay	   Good	   Great	  

Nope	  

Not	  Really	  

Did	  Okay…	  

Yes	  Indeed!	  
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Question #4 asked, “What	  drives	  you	  crazy	  about	  panel	  discussions?	  (check	  all	  that	  apply)”	  

introductions went on too long, didn't ask good questions,  
didn't reign panelists in, didn't finish on time 

wanders off topic, talks too much, dominates, disagrees with each 
other just for the sake of disagreeing, shameless self-promotion 

too broad in scope, published description doesn't match 
the conversation, not enough content/substance 

panelists who don't know/understand the subject, 
too many/few panelists, lack of diverse opinions 

too many slides, couldn't see the visuals, couldn't hear the panelists 

While most of these “other” comments could be characterized as some variation of the above 
categories, one new category emerged: 

 6%  Audience Issues (Not focused on the audience, didn’t involve the audience) 

WHAT	  DRIVES	  YOU	  CRAZY?	  

? 
Does	  
everything	  
about	  panel	  
discussions	  
drive	  you	  
crazy?	  

Moderator	  Issues	  

Out	  of	  Control	  Panelist	  

Topic	  Problems	  

Poor	  Panelist	  Selec7on	  

Audio/Visuals	  

Other	  

72%	  

66%	  

54%	  

53%	  

27%	  

22%	  
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DOES	  EVERYTHING	  DRIVE	  YOU	  CRAZY?	  

To determine if the panel format is a “hot mess” – that just about everything drives the respondents crazy 
– I took a look at how many of the “what drives you crazy” options they checked off: 

# of options checked        % of People 

What does this tell us?  While there is a lot of room for improvement, panels are NOT a hot mess.  If they 
were, we would see a higher percentage of those who checked off 4-5 options! 

To get a bit more clear as to what the biggest issues are, I took a look at the half (49%) who checked only 
one or two options and found the results mirrored the overall population:  

If	  you	  have	  	  
a	  skilled	  facilitator	  
as	  the	  moderator,	  	  
the	  panelists	  will	  be	  
less	  likely	  	  to	  get	  out	  
of	  control!	   ! 

It appears that the biggest issue is having a poor 
moderator with out of control panelists following 
close behind.  It seems as if these two issues are 
two different sides to the same coin. Theoretically, 
if you have a skilled facilitator as the moderator, 
the panelists will be less likely to get out of 
control! 

 %%%%%	  

%

	  

	  

	  

21%	  

28%	  

25%	  

15%	  

11%	  

Moderator	  Issues	  

Out	  of	  Control	  Panelists	  

Topic	  Problems	  

Poor	  Panelist	  Selec7on	  

Audio/Visuals	  

31%	  

28%	  

18%	  

16%	  

6%	  
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YOUR	  BIGGEST	  PET	  PEEVE	  
The next question (#5) took a deeper dive, asking “From	  the	  above	  list,	  what's	  your	  absolute,	  biggest	  

pet	  peeve?	  	  Be	  as	  specific	  as	  you	  like!”	  

Since this was an open-ended question, the comments were all over the map: 

I then categorized the open-ended answers to develop this list of the top biggest pet peeves: 
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THE	  10	  BIGGEST	  PET	  PEEVES	  

 1.	  	  Ineffec7ve	  Moderator	  (26%)  

A moderator who does not facilitate the conversation 
and intervene when necessary. 

2.   	   	   	  	  	  Domina7ng	  Panelists	  (17%)  

A panelist who speaks much more than the rest of the 
panelists or who took too much time to make the point. 

3.   Ill-‐Prepared	  (11%)  

 Both moderators (55%) AND panelists 
 (45%) who are not prepared. 

4.   “Out	  of	  Control”	  Panelists (11%) 

 Panelists who either consciously or unconsciously 
 pursue their own agenda without regard to the format 
 or the promise to the audience. 

5.   Too	  Much	  Self-‐Promo7on	  (10%) 

 Panelists  (90%) AND moderators (10%) who use 
 the format to shamelessly promote themselves,  
 their company, a product or service.   

Make	  sure	  you	  select	  or	  hire	  a	  
moderator	  who	  is	  a	  skilled	  facilitator.	  

WHAT THEY SAID:	  
“Disappoin3ng	  when	  the	  
moderator	  cannot	  draw	  from	  the	  
best	  contribu3ons	  of	  the	  
panelists.”	  “Failed	  to	  sustain	  focus,	  
ask	  ques3ons	  that	  encourage	  
value,	  interrupt	  when	  off	  target,	  
encourage	  different	  points	  of	  
view.”	  “Wimpy	  moderator	  who	  
does	  not	  keep	  the	  conversa3on	  
flowing	  and	  does	  not	  reign	  in	  
panelists	  who	  are	  off	  the	  mark.”	  Have	  a	  strong	  moderator	  to	  set	  

and	  enforce	  the	  ground	  rules.	  

WHAT THEY SAID:	  
“Panelists	  who	  hog	  the	  microphone	  and	  just	  like	  to	  hear	  	  
themselves	  talk.”	  “Panelists	  who	  talk	  too	  long.”	  “It	  ends	  up	  	  
being	  a	  lecture	  on	  their	  views	  and	  opinions	  rather	  than	  a	  discussion.”	  

The	  moderator	  and	  panelists	  
should	  be	  prepared.	  

WHAT THEY SAID:	  
“It	  was	  clear	  the	  moderator	  did	  not	  do	  much	  
communica3on	  with	  the	  panelists	  before	  the	  session	  and	  
did	  not	  have	  prepared	  ques3ons	  to	  get	  the	  conversa3on	  
going.”	  “Failure	  to	  convey	  expecta3ons	  to	  panelists	  of	  
scope,	  format,	  ground	  rules,	  etc.”	  “Seldom	  do	  panelists	  
prepare	  their	  remarks	  or	  key	  messages.”	  “Answers	  are	  not	  
specific	  because	  panelists	  didn’t	  prepare	  or	  were	  not	  
given	  the	  ques3ons	  ahead	  of	  3me.”	  

Have	  a	  strong	  facilitator	  who	  sets	  the	  expecta3ons	  with	  
the	  panelists	  and	  who	  isn’t	  afraid	  to	  intervene	  quickly.	   WHAT THEY SAID:	  

“I	  hate	  it	  when	  panelists	  fail	  to	  stay	  within	  their	  3me	  limit,	  
or	  when	  they	  stray	  from	  the	  ques3on	  they	  were	  asked.”	  	  
“It’s	  easy	  to	  become	  aggravated	  with	  the	  par3cular	  
panelist	  and	  lose	  interest	  in	  the	  en3re	  discussion.”	  “Out	  of	  
control	  panelists	  who	  try	  to	  control	  the	  discussion	  and	  try	  
to	  sway	  the	  audience	  a	  liVle	  too	  much.”	  

Set	  the	  expecta3ons	  with	  the	  panelists	  that	  self-‐
promo3on	  or	  self-‐aggrandizement	  will	  not	  be	  tolerated.	  

WHAT THEY SAID:	  
“Panelists	  who	  pitch	  their	  product	  or	  service	  in	  the	  disguise	  of	  
their	  discussion	  points.”	  “Panelists	  who	  brag	  about	  their	  
achievements	  or	  market	  their	  services	  from	  the	  stage.”	  
“Pitching	  themselves.”	  “Panelists	  with	  their	  own	  agenda	  which	  
has	  nothing	  to	  do	  with	  the	  objec3ve	  of	  the	  panel.”	  “Moderators	  
who	  pon3ficate	  about	  their	  own	  range	  of	  knowledge.”	  
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6.   No	  Audience	  Engagement	  (9%)  

 A focus on the panelists and no opportunity 
to engage or interact with the audience. 

7.   Off	  Topic	  (7%) 

 The panel discussion wanders off the topic or the  
 conversation has no resolution/doesn’t make a point. 

8.   Not	  Conversa7onal	  (5%)  

 The panelists did not engage in a conversation with each other. 
 For example, it may have been a series of mini-presentations or  
 a “ping pong” interview with the moderator. 

9.   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  Poor	  Time	  Management	  (4%)  

 The moderator did not budget for or use the time 
 economically or didn’t enforce the time limits. 

10.  Too	  Many	  Panelists	  (4%)  

 Too many panelists for a 
real conversation to take place.   

In taking a look at this list, these pet peeves are all preventable.   
It all comes down to choosing a great moderator and interesting, qualified panelists.  

Engage	  the	  audience	  
beyond	  just	  the	  Q&A.	   WHAT THEY SAID:	  

“Audience	  is	  en3rely	  passive	  as	  if	  absorbing	  
informa3on.”	  “Usually	  the	  panels	  just	  hand	  Q&A	  
from	  the	  audience	  and	  it’s	  boring.”	  “Panelists	  who	  
read	  their	  slides	  and	  don’t	  engage.”	  “No	  concern	  
for	  the	  audience	  either	  by	  the	  panelists	  or	  the	  
moderator.”	  “Helpful	  to	  engage	  in	  helping	  the	  
audience	  see	  why	  it	  maVers	  to	  them.”	  

Panelists	  should	  come	  prepared	  with	  a	  few	  key	  
points.	  	  Stay	  on	  topic.	  	  Make	  the	  point	  concisely.	  

WHAT THEY SAID:	  
“Panelists	  who	  wander	  and	  then,	  moderators	  who	  don’t	  
reign	  them	  in	  quickly.”	  “Too	  oren,	  panelists	  wander	  and	  
don’t	  actually	  answer	  the	  original	  ques3on.”	  “Inability	  to	  
keep	  the	  discussion	  ‘on	  point.’”	  “Failed	  to	  get	  to	  the	  point.”	  

Create	  a	  format	  that	  makes	  the	  
experience	  conversa3onal.	  

WHAT THEY SAID:	  
“Panel	  discussions	  struggle	  because	  the	  
conversa3on	  isn’t	  two	  way.”	  “Not	  enough	  true	  
interac3on	  among	  the	  panelists.	  	  Rather,	  most	  
panel	  discussions	  are	  liVle	  more	  than	  a	  series	  
of	  short	  speeches.”	  “Panelists	  need	  to	  engage	  
with	  each	  other	  in	  the	  discussion…fully	  listen	  
to	  each	  other,	  build	  on	  each	  other	  and	  fully	  
share	  where	  experiences	  have	  been	  different.”	  

Create	  and	  follow	  an	  
agenda	  with	  3me	  limits.	  

WHAT THEY SAID:	  
“Cannot	  stand	  it	  when	  moderators	  talk	  for	  15	  
minutes	  about	  their	  personal	  rela3onships	  
with	  each	  of	  the	  panelists	  	  –	  we	  don’t	  care.”	  
“Keep	  on	  3me	  –	  that’s	  the	  job	  of	  the	  
moderator.”	  “Not	  having	  3me	  to	  have	  Q&A.”	  “I	  
hate	  it	  when	  panelists	  fail	  to	  stay	  within	  their	  
3me	  limit.”	  “Moderator	  not	  managing	  the	  
session	  and	  losing	  control	  of	  3me.”	  

The	  op3mum	  number	  of	  panelists	  is	  3-‐4.	  	  
Otherwise,	  you	  can’t	  hear	  from	  everyone.	  

WHAT THEY SAID:	  
“Too	  many	  panelists.	  	  Can’t	  have	  a	  
substan3ve	  discussion.”	  “6	  
panelists	  for	  a	  75	  minute	  session.	  
They	  all	  want	  to	  have	  their	  20	  
minutes.”	  “Too	  many	  people	  saying	  
too	  much	  without	  audience	  
interac3on.”	  “They	  drag	  on	  if	  you	  
have	  too	  many	  panelists	  with	  
everyone	  wan3ng	  to	  weigh	  in.”	  
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10	  MOST	  COMMON	  MISTAKES	  MODERATORS	  MAKE	  
From the pet peeves about the moderator, here is the list (in priority order) of the 10 most common 
mistakes moderators make: 

1.	  	  Didn’t	  have	  the	  skills	  or	  depth	  to	  facilitate	  a	  discussion.	  

2.	  	  Failed	  to	  intervene	  7mely	  or	  appropriately.	  

3.	  	  Didn’t	  prepare	  adequately.	  

4.	  	  Asked	  poor	  ques7ons.	  

5.	  	  Shamelessly	  self-‐promoted	  themselves,	  their	  company	  or	  a	  product/service.	  

6.	  	  Talked	  too	  much.	  

7.	  	  Didn’t	  engage	  the	  audience.	  

8.	  	  Designed	  a	  poor/boring	  format.	  

9.	  	  Took	  too	  long	  to	  introduce	  the	  topic	  and	  the	  panelists.	  

10.	  	  Didn’t	  meet	  the	  objec7ves.	  

How do you know that the moderator has done a good job?  The panel discussion delivered on the promise 
in the marketing materials.  Each panelist had an opportunity to contribute meaningfully to the 
conversation. The audience members stuck around to talk about the topic and takeaways immediately and 
well after the session.  

“The	  moderator	  makes	  or	  breaks	  the	  effec3veness	  of	  
any	  such	  group.	  	  All	  too	  oren,	  the	  individual	  has	  

absolutely	  no	  training	  in	  facilita3on	  skills.”	  

17	  



The	  2014	  Panel	  Report	  

10	  MOST	  COMMON	  MISTAKES	  PANELISTS	  MAKE	  
From the pet peeves about the panelists, here is the list (in priority order) of the 10 most common mistakes 
panelists make: 

1.   Dominated	  the	  discussion/answered	  every	  ques7on	  

2.   Promoted	  themselves/their	  company	  

3.   Got	  off	  topic/didn’t	  make	  a	  point	  

4.   Didn’t	  listen	  to	  the	  ques7on	  or	  each	  other	  	  –	  Wasn’t	  conversa7onal	  

5.   Disagreeable	  

6.   Repe77ve 	  	  

7.   Poor	  speaking/presenta7on	  skills	  

8.   Superficial	  comments	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

9.   Appeared	  distracted	  

10.   Arrived	  late	  

How do you know that the panelists have done a good job?  Harry A. Overstreet said, “I have frequently 
found panel members, at the end of a discussion, glowing with enthusiasm at the way ideas unexpectedly 
emerged.”  Are your panelists “glowing with enthusiasm” and, more importantly, is the audience bursting 
with ideas and insights?  

“Panelists	  who	  say,	  ‘If	  I	  had	  more	  3me	  I	  would	  be	  
able	  to	  tell	  you	  about…’	  and	  panelists	  who	  are	  

arrogant,	  self	  aggrandizing	  and	  seem	  to	  enjoy	  pulng	  
others	  down…I	  guess	  they	  are	  panel	  bullies.”	  
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CONCLUSIONS	  &	  RECOMMENDATIONS	  
Is the panel format effective?  The data shows us that the answer is “Yes,” when done well; “No,” when 
done poorly.  So when you decide to put a panel on the program, do it well.  These days it means going 
beyond Harry Overstreet’s vision for a panel discussion.  To ensure your panel discussions are one of the 
highest rated sessions on the program: 

1.	  	   	  Select	  a	  Skilled	  Facilitator	  to	  Moderate.	  	  	  
 The success (or failure) of the panel rests on the shoulders of the moderator.  They must have 
credentials, qualifications or experience as a panel moderator.  Ask for recommendations and 
testimonials.  Witness the moderator’s ability to facilitate a panel discussion either live or from 
video.  If unsure of their ability, don’t hesitate to recommend and/or require panel moderator 
training. 

2.   Choose	  an	  Interes7ng	  Topic.	  	  	  

	  Makes sure the topic is of interest to the intended audience.  And if you don’t know who is in the 
audience, talk to the audience right beforehand or take a poll at the onset. 

3.	  	   	  Select	  3-‐4	  DEEP	  Panelists.	  	  	  
 Select interesting panelists who are “DEEP”: 

 Diverse: they have different points of view AND represent the diversity in the audience. 
 Experienced: they are experts and practitioners who are knowledgeable in the topic area. 
 Eloquent: they are able to express their ideas well in a public forum. 
 Prepared: they are willing to do the preparation in support of the audience and the promise. 

4. 	  Spice	  It	  Up.	  
Today’s audiences not only want to be informed, they want to be entertained as well.  Think about 
how you will make the topic fun, trendy and interesting.  Have an intriguing title. Get rid of the long, 
draped table.  Set up the room for audience-centered seating. Think beyond the traditional formats 
and consider using a talk show or game show format.  Use technology to engage the audience.  

5. 	  Encourage	  Prepara7on.	  

 The moderator and panelists have to do more than just “show up.”  In the few weeks before the 
event, the moderator should finalize the format and agenda, write the welcome and introductions, 
curate the questions, decide on the audience Q&A format, determine the logistics, confirm the details 
with the panelists, assemble the slideshow (if visuals are being used) and possibly even engage the 
audience before the event starts!   

The panelists should be briefed by the moderator on the process and ground rules for the session.  
They should also formulate their key messages and develop short stories or anecdotes that illuminate 
their points.  They can also research their fellow panelists to get to know their background, 
credentials and opinions on the subject so they can jump right in to a lively discussion.    
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6. 	  Make	  It	  a	  Conversa7on.	  
Set the expectation that the panel will NOT be a series of presentations (they have NEVER been 
intended to be a part of the panel discussion!), but a lively and informational discussion among 
smart people sharing their views for the ultimate benefit of the audience. 

7.   Limit	  Your	  Slides.	  
If you must use slides, make sure they add value from the attendees’ perspective, make an abstract 
concept more visibly understandable or are used to grab the audience’s attention.  Otherwise, leave 
the slideshow for a different presentation format. 

8. 	  Engage	  and	  Involve	  the	  Audience.	  
A panel discussion is held for the audience’s benefit – so why not bring them into the conversation 
early and often?  You don’t have to wait until the formal Q&A at the end to get them engaged! Engage 
the audience at the onset of the session (or even before) and continue to bring them into the 
discussion throughout the session (and even beyond).  Use simple polling technology such as sli.do, 
polleverywhere.com, or joinspeaker.com to elicit questions from the audience. 

It all comes down to the choices you make.  When you choose to have a panel format, be deliberate and 
intentional in your choices. Choose and intriguing topic, pick a skilled moderator, select DEEP panelists, 
choose an interesting topic, create a lively format, and engage the audience early and often.  You will be 
rewarded for your extra effort. 

“I	  believe	  that	  most	  panel	  discussions	  are	  just	  a	  lazy	  way	  out	  of	  organizing	  
a	  session	  topic.	  	  Panelists	  don’t	  have	  to	  prepare	  for	  a	  presenta3on.	  	  

Organizers	  can	  get	  more	  sponsors	  on	  the	  stage	  to	  promote	  their	  business.	  	  
Panelists	  and	  facilitators	  do	  need	  to	  s3ll	  prepare	  –	  but	  oren	  do	  not.	  	  I	  
can’t	  count	  how	  many	  3mes	  people	  on	  a	  panel	  are	  checking	  their	  cell	  
phones,	  or	  staring	  out	  into	  the	  audience	  looking	  bored	  while	  other	  

panelists	  are	  speaking.	  	  If	  you	  are	  going	  to	  use	  a	  panel	  discussion	  format	  –	  
make	  sure	  you	  have	  a	  qualified	  facilitator,	  rules	  for	  engagement,	  and	  

panelists	  who	  are	  prepared	  and	  engaged	  in	  the	  topic.”	  
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BONUS:	  HOW	  TO	  MAKE	  YOUR	  PANELISTS	  SHINE!	  
Immediately after I presented the research findings at Fresh14 in Copenhagen, Steve Bather challenged the 
delegates to develop a checklist of things they could do, as meeting organizers, architects and professionals 
to help their speakers and panelists “shine.”  In just 30 minutes, 90 people developed the following 
checklist using MeetingSphere.com, an electronic meeting productivity software. 

1.  We should engage the audience from the beginning. Allow the audience to pose questions to the 
panel through live technology. 

2.  Panels are like puzzles. The moderator makes sure the right pieces fit.  Panels are also like orchestras 
and the moderator makes sure the music sounds good! 

3.  Every 15 minutes of panel requires 1 hour of preparation. 

4.  Involve the moderator in picking and interviewing the panelists, and rehearse and debrief panelists 
before the “show.” 

5.  The moderator must ensure that the panel understands what the wanted outcome is and how to 
achieve it, focusing on the audience and what the audience needs.  The moderator should connect 
the objectives, the panelists and the audience.  

6.  Panelists need to understand the interest of the audience and prepare as if they would be the only 
person on stage, focusing on polarizing statements. 

7.  Create a comfortable atmosphere where panelists feel safe, strong, appreciated and confident. 

8.  Create a structure with clear objectives and rules of engagement that allows the panelists to explore 
contradictory ideas and opinions to give the audience valuable insight and new inspiration. 

9.  Inspire discussion within the objective.  Let the conversation flow with background information and 
arguments and also make space for disagreements from panelists as well as the audience. 

10.  Control the chaos toward the objective. 

“I	  think	  planning	  a	  panel	  discussion	  is	  a	  bit	  like	  planning	  a	  small	  
dinner	  party.	  	  To	  make	  it	  special,	  you’ve	  got	  to	  go	  beyond	  the	  
perfunctory	  planning	  issues	  and	  think	  about	  what	  the	  other	  

message	  is.	  	  Are	  your	  panelists	  really	  engaging?	  	  Will	  they	  enjoy	  
some	  interac3on	  with	  one	  another?”	  
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LET’S	  CONTINUE	  THE	  CONVERSATION	  

Kris7n	  Arnold,	  MBA, CMC, CPF, CSP is one of North America’s most 
accomplished professional meeting facilitators and panel moderators.  An 
award-winning author, speaker and trainer, she is on a crusade to make all 
meetings in the workplace more engaging, interactive and collaborative.   She’s 
passionate about panels and knows that when done well, they are a fantastic 
meeting format. 
One of the first women to graduate from the U.S. Coast Guard Academy and the 
only woman stationed onboard a Coast Guard buoy tender, Kristin learned 
firsthand how to build high performance teams, engage others in the workplace, 
and get the job done.  She earned an MBA from St. Mary’s College of California 
and is on the Executive Development Faculty at the Schulich School of Business 
at York University in Toronto.  Kristin divides her time between Scottsdale, 
Arizona and Prince Edward Island, Canada. 

Let	  Us	  Save	  You	  Time	  

We’ve	  done	  the	  research	  on	  
how	  to	  moderate	  a	  lively	  and	  
engaging	  panel	  discussion.	  

Check	  out	  our	  FREE	  videos	  at	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
	  	  	  www.PowerfulPanels.com	  	  

Engage	  the	  Audience	  

Discover	  90+	  ways	  to	  engage	  
and	  involve	  the	  audience	  in	  

Kris3n’s	  book,	  Boring	  to	  Bravo.	  

Order	  it	  today	  at	  	  
www.BoringtoBravo.com	  	  

ABOUT	  THE	  AUTHOR	  

Join	  our LinkedIn community and share best 
practices.  You can find the group under “Powerful 
Panels.” 

Watch	  a short 7-part free video e-course based on 
the book, Powerful Panels: A Step-By-Step Guide 
to Moderating Lively and Informative Panel 
Discussions at Meetings, Conferences & 
Conventions.   

Register	  for our membership website for all 
things you need to know about the panel format. It 
is chock-full of best practices, customizable 
checklists, worksheets, templates, scripts, 
specialty format agendas, sample emails, 
PowerPoint® templates, video examples of the 
good, the bad and the ugly, video interviews with 
industry icons and professional moderators, 
recorded webinars and slideshows, industry 
reports on the effectiveness of panels…and more!  
It’s a one-stop shop about panels! 

And for those of you looking for ways to engage 
and involve the audience, check out Kristin’s 
award-winning book, Boring to Bravo: Proven 
Presentation Techniques to Engage, Involve, and 
Inspire Your Audience to Action. 
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APPENDIX	  A:	  THE	  SURVEY	  RESPONSES	  
The following questions were asked of all respondents: 

Q1.  In your opinion, how effective is the expert panel format at your company or 
association meeting, conference or convention? (530 responses) 
Very poor  2.21% 
Poor   18.02% 
Okay   43.25% 
Good   33.74% 
Great   2.78% 

Q2.   Think about the last panel discussion you witnessed or were a part of. How effective 
was the panel in achieving the stated objectives? (531 responses) 
Very poor  4.77% 
Poor   20.14% 
Okay   37.79% 
Good   31.26% 
Great   6.04% 

Q3.   Was the moderator effective? (533 responses) 
Nope   5.63% 
Not really….  23.83% 
Did okay   48.59% 
Yes indeed!!!  21.95% 

Q4.   What drives you crazy about panel discussions? (check all that apply)  (521 responses) 

Poor Panelist Selection (panelists who don't know/understand the subject, too 
many/few panelists, lack of diverse opinions) 52.40% 

Out of Control Panelists (wanders off topic, talks too much, dominates, 
disagrees with each other just for the sake of disagreeing, shameless self-
promotion)  

66.22% 

Topic Problems (too broad in scope, published description doesn't match the 
conversation, not enough content/substance) 53.93% 

Moderator Issues (introductions went on too long, didn't ask good questions, 
didn't reign panelists in, didn't finish on time) 72.17% 

Audio/Visuals (too many slides, couldn't see the visuals, couldn't hear the 
panelists) 26.68% 

Other (please specify) 21.66% 
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Q5.   From the above list, what's your absolute, biggest pet peeve?  Be as specific as you like! 
(467 responses) 

Q6.   Anything else you would like to add?  (213 responses) 

Q7.   What is the highest level of school you have completed or the highest degree you have 
received?  (526 responses) 
Less than high school degree    .38% 
High school degree or equivalent (e.g., GED)  .57% 
Some college but no degree    10.08% 
Associate degree      2.66% 
Bachelor degree      31.75% 
Graduate degree      54.56% 

Q8.  Where do you live?  (387 responses) 
United States  320   
Canada   54 
Mexico   1 
Central America  0 
Caribbean  1 
South America  0 
Europe   20 
Middle East  0 
Asia   1 
Northern Africa  0 
Southern Africa  3 
South Pacific  0 
Australia   5 
New Zealand  2 

Note: For the first 150 responses, we didn’t ask this question – when we realized our reach was broader 
than U.S./Canada.  Based on the optional provided email addresses from question 12, we were able 
to identify 16 non-US respondents.  Otherwise, 134 are still “Missing in Action” and we presume 
they are from the U.S./Canada. 
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 Q9.  Which of the following categories best describes your relationship/employment within 
the meetings industry? (Check all that apply)  (511 responses) 
Executive (C-suite)   21.92% 
Leadership (Vice President)  13.31% 
Management (Manager)   16.83% 
Meeting planner    14.09% 
Thought leader/expert   32.49% 
Speaker/Moderator   48.73% 
Participant/Attendee   33.66% 
Not related/employed   1.96% 
Comments    7.24% 

Q10.  How many business meetings, conferences or conventions have you attended in the 
last 12 months?  (524 responses) 
0  .95% 
1-5  37.79% 
6-10  27.10% 
11-15  9.54% 
15-20  6.49% 
20+  18.13% 

Q11.  Of those meetings, approximately what percentage used a panel format?  (523 responses) 
0%  3.06% 
1-20%  42.45% 
21-40%  22.75% 
41-60%  13.77% 
61-80%  7.65% 
81-100%  10.33% 

Q12.  If you would like to receive the survey results, please provide the following 
information [name and email address], and we'll keep you posted!  (337 responses) 
62.52% wanted the survey results! 

Forgot where you found this report?  You can access this report at  
www.PowerfulPanels.com/report/. 
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