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Disclaimer 

 

This guide is based on the author's personal experiences, professional observations, practical 

lessons, and workflow improvements developed while serving in Human Resources, 

Administration, Procurement and Secretariat functions within a financing institution. The 

content is intended for educational and professional development purposes and should not be 

construed as legal, governance or regulatory advice. Readers are encouraged to adapt the 

principles contained in this guide to the specific requirements, policies and governance 

structures of their respective organisations 
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INTRODUCTION 

                                  The Day My Boss Called Me a Pedestrian Writer 

Every professional journey contains defining moments. Moments that challenge your 

confidence. Moments that expose your weaknesses. Moments that force you to confront the 

gap between where you are and where you need to be. One of those moments occurred during 

a management meeting early in my career as a Human Resource Manager within a microfinance 

institution. I had recently joined the organisation with a strong academic background and a 

genuine desire to contribute meaningfully. Like many young professionals, I believed my 

qualifications had adequately prepared me for the responsibilities ahead. It did not take long to 

realise that professional practice often demands far more than academic knowledge. 

My role extended well beyond traditional Human Resource functions. In addition to overseeing 

HR activities, I became involved in administration, procurement, staff documentation, 

management support and several other operational responsibilities. Most unexpectedly, I was 

appointed Secretary to Management. This responsibility required me to document discussions, 

decisions and resolutions arising from management meetings. The challenge wasn’t the 

responsibility itself. It was that I had never performed the role before. And what made it even 

more intimidating was the calibre of individuals seated around the management table. The 

Executive Director possessed extensive industry experience. Other members of management 

were equally seasoned professionals with significant leadership and governance exposure. I was 

the least experienced person in the room, attempting to document strategic discussions at a 

level I was still learning to understand. Unfortunately, there was no formal handover process. 

No previous secretary guided me through the institution's documentation standards. No style 

guide, no procedure manual and no structured orientation. Like many professionals working 

within growing organisations, I inherited responsibilities before inheriting systems. I attended 

management meetings armed with little more than sheets of recyclable paper and a 

determination to perform the role entrusted to me. Discussions were captured manually, after 

which I would spend hours reorganising my notes and attempting to transform them into 

coherent meeting records. Many HR, Admin and Operations professionals will recognise this 

experience immediately. You are expected to perform. You are expected to deliver. You are 
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expected to produce results. Yet the structures, tools and support systems required 

to make success easier are often still evolving.  

The defining moment came when one of my meeting reports was reviewed during 

a management session. After examining the document, my Executive Director 

described the writing as pedestrian. The comment was direct. It was public. And 

it was impossible to ignore. At the time, the criticism was uncomfortable. I had 

invested significant effort into producing that document. Hearing it described in 

such terms was not only discouraging but deflating and embarrassing. But with the 

benefit of hindsight, I now realise the criticism itself was not the most important part 

of the experience. My response to it was. At that moment, I had a choice to become discouraged 

and retreat into self-doubt, or become curious. I chose curiosity. 

Choosing curiosity 

Instead of dwelling on the criticism, I began asking questions. What makes documentation 

sound professional? What distinguishes ordinary minutes from executive-level records? Why 

do some reports immediately command confidence while others attract extensive corrections? 

How do experienced board secretaries structure information? Those questions marked the 

beginning of a professional transformation. I reached out to a senior colleague in a sister 

organisation who graciously shared some practical tips on management meeting 

documentation. The meeting was short, but it meant the world to me. I didn’t only listen with 

my ears. I also listened with my heart because I was desperate to step up. One insight from that 

conversation changed everything: the best minutes are not simply records of deliberations. 

They are records of institutional thinking. That sudden realisation transformed the way I 

listened, the way I organised information, and the way I documented decisions. Ultimately, it 

also transformed the way leadership perceived my work. Within a few months, the same 

Executive Director who had criticised my writing described subsequent minutes as board-grade, 

and on one occasion, expressed his appreciation with an instant financial reward. The reward 

itself was not the most meaningful part. What mattered was what it represented: growth, 

progress, trust and professional development.  
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The turning point 

The transformation did not occur because I suddenly became more intelligent. It happened 

because I developed a repeatable process, a practical framework that enabled me to capture 

discussions more effectively, structure information more clearly and communicate decisions 

more professionally. That framework became the foundation of this guide. This book is 

structured around four chapters. Chapter One explores why competent professionals often 

struggle with meeting documentation despite their qualifications. Chapter Two examines the 

mindset shift that separates ordinary note-takers from trusted board secretaries. Chapter Three 

introduces the Board-Grade Minutes Framework™ - the 7-pillar system that will transform 

how you document meetings. And Chapter Four shows you how to use AI responsibly to 

reduce documentation time without sacrificing quality.  

If you currently struggle with minutes writing, report writing or executive communication, 

understand this:  professional writing is not a gift. It is a discipline. And like every 

discipline, it can be learned. 

The pages that follow contain the lessons, systems and practical strategies that transformed my 

own journey from uncertainty to confidence. I hope that they help transform yours as well. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

Why Good Professionals Produce Poor Minute 

The Misconception 

One of the biggest misconceptions in the workplace is the assumption that because someone 

has been appointed as an HR Manager, Administrative Manager, Executive Assistant or 

Secretary, they automatically know how to produce professional meeting minutes. Nothing 

could be further from the truth. In reality, many of these professionals find themselves sitting 

in management meetings, board committee sessions, strategic retreats and executive 

deliberations with little or no practical preparation for what is expected of them. They 

understand their job title. They understand their department. They may even understand 

meeting procedures. But they do not fully understand how to convert hours of discussions, 

debates, disagreements, recommendations and decisions into a professional document that  
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accurately captures institutional thinking. This creates a challenge that only a few 

organisations acknowledge openly. The expectation is immediate competence. The reality is 

often a steep learning curve. I know this because I experienced it firsthand.Like many 

professionals in growing organisations, much of my early learning occurred through 

observations, corrections, experience and continuous self-improvement. And that 

challenge was not unique to my situation. Many capable professionals are entrusted with 

documentation responsibilities before they are equipped with a practical framework for 

executing them. The result is often frustration, not because they lack competence, but because 

they lack a system. 

Minutes Are Institutional Memory 

 Here’s the thing most people get wrong when they take on a secretariat role: they enter a 

meeting, thinking their job is to record what people said. That is not entirely correct. A 

professional secretary does much more than record words. A professional secretary captures 

institutional memory. Think about it. Six months after a meeting has ended, the discussions 

are forgotten. The jokes are forgotten. The side conversations are forgotten. Even the 

participants may struggle to remember exactly what was agreed. What remains are the minutes. 

The minutes become the official memory of the organisation. Evidence of decisions. Evidence 

of accountability. Evidence of governance. Once I understood this concept, I stopped seeing 

minutes as a routine administrative task. I began seeing them as a governance responsibility. 

That shift in perspective improved my writing significantly. In essence, the secretary is not 

merely writing a report. The secretary is preserving the historical memory of the organisation 

at a particular point in time.  

The Third-Party Test™ 

One of the most powerful concepts that transformed my writing is what I now call The Third-

Party Test™. The principle is simple.  

Imagine a person who never attended the meeting. They were not present during discussions. 

They heard no conversations. They know nothing about the issues debated. Now, hand them 

your minutes. Can they clearly understand: 

a. What was discussed? 
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b. Why was it discussed? 

c. What concerns were raised? 

d. What decisions were made? 

e. Who was assigned responsibility? 

f. What actions are expected next? 

If the answer is no, the minutes have failed! 

Here’s what it looks like in practice: 

 

SCENARIO BOX:       

Minutes that fail the Third-Party Test™ 

“Management discussed the loan recovery situation and directed staff to improve performance.” 

 

A third party reading this has no idea what the situation was, how serious it was, what was 

actually discussed, or what “improve performance” means in practice. The minute is 

technically a record, but it tells nobody anything useful. 

 

Minutes that pass the Third-Party Test™ 

“Management reviewed loan recovery performance across branches and noted a declining trend in selected 

locations over the preceding quarter. Concerns were raised regarding the adequacy of follow-up procedures and 

the consistency of portfolio monitoring at the branch level. Following deliberations, Management directed branch 

leadership to intensify recovery efforts and submit weekly performance updates for review at the next meeting.” 

 

A third-party (for example, a new board member, an auditor, or a regulator) can follow that 

discussion completely. They will understand the problem, the concern, the direction and the 

expected outcome. 

 

 

That is the standard. And it is entirely achievable once you know what you are writing for. Using 

the Third-Party Test™ principle, I stopped writing for people who attended the meeting. I  
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started writing for people who did not. That subtle shift improved the clarity of my reports 

significantly.  

Every time I prepare minutes today, I still ask myself: "Will a third party understand this discussion?” 

If the answer is no, I keep refining. The greatest weakness in poor minutes is the assumption 

that readers will understand the deliberations. Professional minutes should never make that 

assumption.  

Corrections Are Not the Enemy 

One of the biggest emotional battles many professionals face is dealing with corrections. I 

understand this deeply. When your report comes back filled with amendments, it can feel 

discouraging. You spent hours preparing it. You thought you had done your best. Then it 

returns covered in comments. Initially, I viewed corrections as criticism. But over time, I learnt 

something important. Corrections are data.  

Every good correction reveals a gap. Every amendment reveals an expectation. Every revision 

teaches a lesson. Once I started studying corrections instead of resisting them, my improvement 

accelerated. I began noticing patterns. Leadership wasn’t merely correcting grammar. They 

were correcting thinking. They wanted stronger context, clearer resolutions, better flow, 

improved presentation and more executive language.  

What I initially interpreted as criticism eventually became one of my greatest sources 

and resources of professional development. Each correction revealed an expectation. Each 

revision provided insight into how experienced leaders process information and make 

decisions. Over time, I stopped viewing corrections as obstacles and began viewing them as 

executive coaching disguised as document review. That mind shift became the turning 

point that accelerated my growth significantly. 

One lesson I wish someone had taught me earlier is this: Most professionals become better 

through exposure, observation, repetition, correction and resilience. I didn’t realise this while I 

was struggling until when I looked back and saw how far I had come. The journey might be 

frustrating from the outset or can feels like nothing is improving. But every correction teaches 

something. Every report develops a new skill. In the end, your professional growth is 

happening quietly before it becomes visible.  
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The Truth About Great Minutes 

The belief that great minutes are produced by naturally gifted writers is a false notion. Whereas 

in reality, the encouraging truth is that exceptional documentation is rarely the result of talent 

alone. It is the product of disciplined listening, structured thinking, accurate interpretation and 

deliberate practice. These are learnable skills. They can be studied. They can be practiced. They 

can be refined and repeated consistently. That is the foundation of board-grade 

documentation. 

I did not realise this while I was struggling. I only recognised it later when I looked back and 

saw how far I had come 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In the next chapter, we look at the mindset shift that makes all of these possible. We will explore 

the difference between thinking like a note-taker and thinking like a board secretary. Because 

the writing improves only after the thinking does.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Key Takeaways 

1. Poor minutes often result from poor frameworks, not poor professionals. A job title 

does not automatically confer documentation skill.  

2. Minutes are the official memory of an organisation, not summary of what people 

said.  

3. The Third-Party Test  is your most reliable and effective quality check. If someone 

who wasn’t in the room can’t follow the discussion, the minutes need work.   

4. Corrections are learning opportunities, not personal criticism. Study them rather 

than resist them. 

5. Board-grade documentation is a skill. It can be learned, refined and mastered.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

The Mindset Shift – Thinking Like a Board Secretary 

 

 

The Paradigm Shift 

For a long time, I believed my responsibility during meetings was simple: listen carefully, take 

notes, write the minutes, submit them. That was it. At least, that was what I thought. But despite 

my efforts, the corrections kept coming. The formatting improved. The grammar improved. 

Yet something still seemed to be missing. My minutes didn’t sound like the documents 

leadership expected. I was documenting meetings, but not the way executives think. 

Recognising that distinction was the turning point that changed everything. Eventually, I 

realised something powerful: the best secretaries don’t merely write better. They think 

differently. The moment I stopped seeing myself as a note-taker and started seeing myself as 

a custodian of institutional decisions, my writing began to improve significantly. 

The Executive Lens 

Here’s a concept that transformed my writing more than almost anything else. It is what I now 

call The Executive Lens. 
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It is the ability to view discussions from the perspective of leadership. Executives don’t attend 

meetings merely to talk. They attend meetings to: 

• Solve problems 

• Make decisions 

• Manage risks 

• Allocate resources 

• Review performance 

• Improve operations or processes 

• Advance strategic goals 

Every discussion in a board or management meeting usually connects to one or more of these 

objectives. Once I understood this, my listening changed completely. Instead of asking “What 

are people saying?” I started asking “What problem is management trying to solve?” That single question 

transformed the quality of my minutes. Because meetings are not really about conversations. 

Meetings are about decisions. 

What They Were Actually Correcting 

For a long time, I thought my Executive Director and the other members of management were 

correcting my writing. Looking back, I realise they were correcting something far more 

important. They were correcting my perspective. Every amendment felt like a comment on 

my documentation skills. Every revision appeared to focus on wording, sentence construction 

or presentation. But as I studied those corrections more carefully, a different pattern emerged. 

The concern was rarely grammar. The concern was thinking.  

Management wanted a stronger context. They wanted clearer connections between discussions 

and decisions. Visible accountability. Resolutions supported by the deliberations that produced 

them. Most importantly, they wanted the minutes to reflect how leadership had analysed the 

issue, not just what was said. What I initially interpreted as criticism became one of my greatest 

resources for professional development. Each correction revealed an expectation. Each revision  
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showed me how experienced leaders process information and make decisions.  

Conversation vs. Deliberation 

If there is one concept that improved the quality of my documentation more than any other, 

its understanding the difference between conversation and deliberation. Here’s the thing: 

meetings contain conversations. Minutes should capture deliberations. The difference is 

significant.  

Conversation is what people say. Deliberation is how people arrive at decisions. Many 

inexperienced writers document conversations. Professional secretaries document 

deliberations.  

Here’s what that looks like in practice: 

Conversation Approach  Deliberation Approach 

The Operations Manager 

said branch performance was 

poor. The Finance Manager 

agreed. The Executive 

Director also commented. 

 

Management reviewed branch performance and observed 

that results remained below target. Concerns were raised 

regarding operational efficiency and client acquisition 

levels. Following extensive discussions, management 

resolved that branch supervision activities should be 

strengthened and performance monitoring intensified. 

 

Notice the difference. The second version captures institutional thinking. It explains the issue, 

the concern, the discussion and the outcome. That is deliberation. That is what boards and 

management teams need to see. 

The Deliberation Flow Principle™ 

One of the greatest discoveries I made was that every strong set of minutes follows a natural 

sequence. I call this The Deliberation Flow Principle™. This principle 4-stage structure has 

become one of the foundations of my writing.  Every discussion would move through four 

stages: 
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STAGE 1 
The Issue: 
What matter, problem, concern or update was presented to Management 
or the Board 

STAGE 2 
The Discussion: 
What observations, concerns, clarifications or perspectives emerged from 
the deliberation? 

STAGE 3 
The Direction: 
What guidance, instruction or directive did management or the board 
provide? 

STAGE 4 
The Resolution: 
What final decision was reached? What was formally agreed, deferred or 
directed? 

 

Whenever I struggle to organise a complex discussion, I simply ask 4 questions: What was the 

issue? What was discussed? What direction was provided? What was resolved? Immediately, 

clarity emerges. The chaotic notes in front of me had a shape. And that shape produces 

professional documentation. 

Learning the Language of Governance 

As I reviewed management papers, board reports and executive correspondence, I began 

noticing a consistent pattern. Experienced leaders rarely communicated organisational matters 

in casual language. Their communication was deliberate, structured and focused on 

implications, actions and accountability. 

For example, here’s what that looks like side by side: 

Informal language Governance Language 

We need to do something 
about this. 

Management noted the issue and emphasised the need for 
immediate corrective measures. 

This is becoming a serious 
problem. 

Concerns were raised regarding the operational implications 
of the matter. 

Let’s fix this quickly. Management resolved that appropriate interventions should 
be implemented immediately. 

The branch is doing badly. The branch recorded below-target performance during the 
review period. 

Everyone should improve 
performance. 

Management directed all departmental heads to intensify 
performance improvement measures. 
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The more I learned, the more I realised that professional documentation has its own 

language. Learning that language improved my writing greatly. 

 

 

Writing for the Right Audience  

Board members don’t read minutes the same way operational staff do. They’re typically looking 

for context, risk, accountability, decisions, performance implications and governance 

considerations. They also want it quickly and clearly.  

This means your documentation must help them understand the essence of discussions without 

having to work for it. Professional minutes reduce the effort required to understand 

complex matters. That’s one reason structure matters so much. 

In practice here is what this means: stop writing for people who were in the room. They already 

know what happened. They were there. Start writing for the real audience who wasn’t present 

– future managers, auditors, board members, committee members, regulators, investigators, 

new employees, external reviewers.  

I stopped writing to remind people. I started writing to inform people. The difference was 

significant. And it will show in every document you produce  

Thinking Beyond the Meeting 

One hallmark of exceptional secretaries is the ability to think beyond the meeting itself. 

Ordinary note-takers focus on what happened today. Board-grade secretaries think about how 

the document will be used tomorrow. Minutes may influence strategic decisions, audit reviews, 

regulatory examinations, organisational accountability, and future discussions. Keeping that in 

mind changes what you choose to capture and how. 

The Board Secretary Mindset 

By this stage of my journey, the transformation wasn’t happening in my writing alone. It was 

happening in my thinking. The questions I asked myself before, during and after meetings had 

changed completely. I no longer attended meetings, wondering what notes I should take.  
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Instead, I focused on the purpose behind every discussion, the concerns behind every 

contribution and the decisions emerging from every deliberation. That is the board secretary 

mindset. And it’s where board-grade documentation begins. 

 

 

The Shift from Recording to Interpreting 

This is where many professionals experience their greatest growth. Initially, they act as 

recorders. They simply capture information. Over time, they become interpreters. Not in the 

sense of changing meaning, but in the sense of organising meaning. They identify relationships 

between discussions. They recognise key themes. They structure information logically. They 

create clarity from complexity. This is one of the defining characteristics of board-grade 

documentation. 

Why Confidence Comes After Understanding 

Many people believe confidence comes first. In reality, confidence often comes later. 

Confidence grows as understanding grows. The more I understood governance thinking, 

deliberation flow, executive communication and institutional priorities, the more confident I 

became. Not because I suddenly became a better writer overnight. But because I finally 

understood what I was trying to achieve. That understanding was a game-changer. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Key Takeaways 

1. The best secretaries don’t write better; they think differently. The mindset shift 

comes before the writing improvement.  

2. The Executive Lens  means viewing every discussion through the question: what 

is leadership trying to solve? 

3. Capture deliberations, not conversations. The difference between the two is the 

difference between weak minutes and board-grade documentation.  

4. The Deliberation Flow Principle  → issue → discussion → direction → resolution 

gives every agenda item a logical structure.  

5. Governance language is learnable. Study it, practice it, and apply it consistently. 
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Mindset gets you thinking right. But thinking right alone won’t produce board-grade 

documentation. You need a system. That’s what Chapter Three delivers; the Board-Grade 

Minutes Framework™, the 7-pillar structure that turns the right thinking into the right 

document, every time. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

The Board-Grade Minutes Framework 

 

The System That Changes Everything  

Understanding why minutes fail is important. Understanding how professional secretaries think 

is equally important. But neither produces board-grade documentation on its own. A system 

is required.  

What transformed my writing wasn’t a new qualification or a sudden improvement in talent. It 

was a repeatable process. A structured methodology that helped me organise discussions, 

identify what mattered, document decisions accurately and communicate institutional thinking 

professionally. Over time, that methodology evolved into the Board-Grade Minutes 

Framework™. It consists of seven interconnected pillars. Each pillar strengthens the quality of 

your minutes, and ensuring that your final document reflects professional standards. Together, 

they bridge the gap between rough notes and board-grade minutes. In practice, I have continued 

to apply this framework when documenting management meetings, committee deliberations, 

strategy sessions and executive discussions.   

Pillar One: Capture Context Before Conversation 

One of the biggest mistakes inexperienced secretaries make is recording discussions without 

capturing context. They document what people said but fail to explain why the discussion 
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 happened in the first place. As a result, readers encounter conclusions without understanding 

the background that produced them. Professional minutes must always answer the unspoken 

question: why was this discussion necessary? before proceeding to document how the 

discussion unfolded. 

Consider this practical example:  

SCENARIO BOX 

 

Without Context: 

“Management discussed staff turnover and advised HR to address the matter.” 

 

This statement tells us nothing about what the concern was, what triggered the discussion, or 

how serious the issue was.  

 

With Context: 

“Management reviewed recent staff turnover trends across selected branches and expressed concerns regarding 

the increasing rate of employee exits. Discussion focused on possible contributing factors, including onboarding 

effectiveness, supervisory practices and employee engagement levels. Management directed the Human Resources 

Department to conduct a turnover analysis and present recommendations at the subsequent meeting.” 

 

The difference is entirely the result of one discipline: capturing context before capturing 

conversation.  

Pillar Two: Listen for Leadership Signals 

Executives often communicate their priorities indirectly. During meetings, leaders reveal what 

matters most through repeated concerns, follow-up questions, requests for clarification, 

expressions of urgency, and references to organisational goals. These are the Leadership Signals 

and professional secretaries learn to recognise them.  

Here’s the thing, if the Executive Director repeatedly asks about loan portfolio quality, that 

indicates a strategic concern. If the Board Chairperson repeatedly requests compliance updates, 

that indicates a governance priority. If leadership consistently revisits an unresolved issue, that 

signals significance. These signals should reflect in your minutes. Not through exaggeration, 

but through careful documentation of emphasis and direction. 
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To improve your minutes quickly, stop listening only for words. Start listening for 

priorities. 

SCENARIO BOX 

Missing the signal: 

“The Executive Director asked about the loan portfolio. The Credit Manager provided an 

update.” 

Capturing the signal: 

“The Executive Director expressed continued concern regarding loan portfolio quality and 

requested a detailed breakdown of non-performing loans by branch. Management noted that 

this matter had been raised at previous meetings and emphasised the need for a 

comprehensive remediation plan to be presented at the next session.” 

The second version tells a future reader that this wasn’t a routine update, but it was a recurring 

strategic concern. That’s the difference the signal makes. 

Pillar Three: Apply the Deliberation Flow Principle™ 

We introduced the Deliberation Flow Principle™ in Chapter Two as a mindset tool. Here, it 

functions as a structural discipline. That is, a specific method for organising every agenda item 

in your minutes. Many minutes fail because discussions appear disjointed. Readers struggle to 

follow the progression of thought. The solution is Deliberation Flow.  

Every discussion leaves a trail of logic. Your job as secretary is to preserve that logic. Apply this 

4-stage structure to every substantive agenda item: 

 Issue: What matter was presented? 

Discussion: What observations, concerns or contributions emerged? 

Direction: What guidance was provided? 

Resolution: What final decision was reached?  
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Doing so It creates logical progression. It ensures that each discussion has a beginning, a middle 

and an end. It creates logical progression and it guarantees that readers can follow the 

institutional reasoning from problem to decision without having to fill in gaps themselves. 

Here is how the principle works in practice: 

SCENARIO BOX 

Issue:  

Branch operational expenses exceeded approved projections during the review period. 

Discussion: 

Management examined expenditure patterns and noted significant increases in 

transportation, maintenance and utility costs. Concerns were raised regarding the 

adequacy of existing budget monitoring mechanisms at the branch level. 

Direction: 

Management advised branch managers to strengthen expenditure monitoring 

procedures and improve compliance with approved budget limits. 

Resolution: 

Management resolved that all branches should submit monthly expenditure variance 

reports for review at subsequent management meetings. 

 

A reader who wasn’t at the meeting can follow the sequence from concern to decision without 

filling in any gaps.  That’s the practical power of deliberation flow. 

Pillar Four: Extract Decisions Clearly 

Here’s one common weakness found in minutes: the failure to separate discussions from 

decisions. Reports document lengthy conversations but never clearly identify the outcome. 

Readers are left wondering: so, what exactly was agreed?  

Meetings create discussions. Organisations operate on decisions. Ask yourself this after 

every agenda item: “If someone reads only the resolution, will they understand the outcome? “If the answer 

is no, the resolution needs improvement.  
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Weak Resolution Strong Resolution 

Management agreed to 

look into the staffing 

issue. 

Management resolved to conduct a staffing needs assessment 

across all branches and present findings within 30 days. 

The finance matter was 

discussed and noted 

Management directed the Finance Department to reconcile all 

outstanding branch accounts and submit a variance report by 

the end of the month. 

 

Poor resolutions create confusion. Strong resolutions create accountability. Strong resolutions 

are specific, clear, action-oriented, and measurable where possible. Strong resolutions create 

accountability. 

Pillar Five: Write Like an Institution 

Many professionals write minutes the way they speak. Board-grade documentation requires a 

different tone. It requires the following institutional language: professional, objective, 

structured, clear and governance-oriented. 

Informal Language Institutional Language 

Management was angry about the 

issue. 

Management expressed serious concerns regarding 

the issue. 

The Executive Director said 

everyone should fix the problem 

immediately. 

The Executive Director emphasised the need for 

immediate corrective measures across all relevant 

departments. 

Things are not working at the 

branch. 

Operational challenges were noted at the branch 

level, requiring urgent management attention. 

They agreed to look into it. Management resolved to conduct a detailed review 

and present findings at the next meeting. 

 

Notice the difference. What this really means is that institutional language doesn’t make your 

writing complicated. It makes it credible. Learn it, practice it and apply it consistently.  
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Pillar Six: Structure for Readability 

Professional documentation is judged twice. First, by how it reads. Then by how it looks. 

Excellent content can be undermined by poor presentation. Structure isn’t just an aesthetic 

consideration in professional documentation but it’s a communication tool.  

The way a document is organised affects how quickly a reader can locate information, how 

confidently they engage with it, and how authoritative the overall record appears. One principle 

that guided me was: never make the reader work unnecessarily. Good formatting creates 

confidence. Poor formatting creates resistance. Board-grade minutes follow a consistent, 

recognisable structure:  

▪ Meeting details at the top with title, date, venue, time, presiding officer.  

▪ Attendance in tabular format, capturing name, designation and signature.  

▪ Apologies for absence, listed clearly.  

▪ Agenda items are presented as numbered sections with descriptive headings.  

▪ Action points consolidated at the end in a clear table. 

Headings matter more than most secretaries think. Compare these approaches: 

Weak Headings                  Strong Headings 

Staff Matter Staff Turnover Trends and Workforce Stability Review 

Finance Update Branch Expenditure Performance and Budget Compliance Review 

Operations Operational Efficiency Assessment and Branch Supervision Update 

 

Strong headings communicate the subject, context and significance before the reader even 

reaches the discussion. That’s the first impression your document makes. Don’t waste it. 

Structuring Attendance Records 

Attendance records are one of the most frequently overlooked elements of professional 

minutes. Present your board-grade meeting attendance record in a formal table, not a simple 

list.  
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S/N Name Designation Signature 

1 [Name] Executive Director  

2 [Name] Head, Operations & Product Innovation  

3 [Name] Head, Strategy and Business Development  

4 [Name] Head, Human Resources & Administration  

 

The structure should be clean, consistent and complete. That’s the standard.  

Pillar Seven: Create Accountability Through Action Points 

This is where minutes become an operational tool. Every meeting generates expectations. Every 

discussion creates potential actions. Decisions without follow-through rarely create results.   

Action points bridge discussion and execution, ensuring that decisions made in the meeting 

room translate into real activities and real accountabilities in the working environment. Without 

accountability, meetings actions are stalled. A professional action tracker should capture: 

i. The action required,  

ii. The responsible person(s),  

iii. The timeline, and 

iv. The reporting expectation.  

For example, here’s what that looks like in practice:  

S/N Action Item Responsible 
Officer 

Timeline Status 

1 Conduct staff turnover analysis 
and present recommendations 

Head of Human 
Resources 

Present the 
report at the 
next meeting 

Pending 

2 Submit monthly branch 
expenditure variance reports 

All Branch 
Managers 

Monthly Ongoing 

3 Review and update 
procurement policy 

Audit & Finance 
Committee 

Two weeks In 
Progress 

 

This creates clarity. People know what’s expected. Management can monitor progress. 

Institutional accountability improves. 

Before and After: The Full Picture 

Let’s now put it all together. 



 

 
THE BOARD-GRADE MINUTES FRAMEWORK 

26 

 

SCENARIO BOX 

Version One 

“Management discussed loan recovery and told staff to improve performance”  

 

Version Two 

“Management reviewed loan recovery performance across branches and noted declining recovery trends in selected 

locations. Concerns were raised regarding follow-up effectiveness and portfolio monitoring. Following extensive 

deliberations, Management directed branch leadership to intensify recovery efforts and submit weekly recovery 

performance updates for review.” 

 

Which version would you submit to a Board Committee? The answer is obvious. Version Two 

demonstrates context, deliberation flow, institutional language and accountability. That is the 

board-grade standard. 

The Board-Grade Standard™ Checklist 

Before submitting any minutes, ask yourself:  

i. Does the document explain the issue clearly?  

ii. Does it reflect deliberation flow?  

iii. Can a third party understand the discussion?  

iv. Are decisions clearly stated?  

v. Are responsibilities assigned?  

vi. Does the document sound institutional?  

vii. Can I confidently submit this to a Board Committee?  

If the answer to any of these questions is no, keep refining. 
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You now have the framework. But there’s a final piece of the puzzle: time. Because even when 

you know exactly what to produce, producing it consistently while managing every other 

responsibility on your plate is its own challenge. In the final chapter, I will show you how AI, 

used correctly and responsibly, can solve that problem without sacrificing professional 

judgment or compromising the standard you’ve just learned. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Key Takeaways 

1. In board-grade documentation, context comes before conversation.  Always explain 

why a discussion was necessary before documenting how it unfolded. 

2. Listen for leadership signals. Repeated concerns, follow-up questions and expressions 

of urgency reveal organisational priorities.  

3. The Deliberation Flow Principle  gives a logical structure to every agenda item.  

4. Extract decisions clearly and documented precisely. Separate discussions from 

resolutions. Strong resolutions create accountability. 

5. Institutional language strengthens credibility. Learn it and apply it consistently. 

6. Structure improves readability. Strong headings, clean attendance tables and clear action 

register are non-negotiable. 

7. Action points create accountability. They are where decisions become results. Without 

them, meetings are conversations that go nowhere. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

The AI Accelerator – How to Do More Without Reducing Quality 

 

The Breaking Point 

There comes a point when working harder is no longer enough. You need to start working 

smarter. For me, that moment arrived after months of balancing multiple responsibilities 

simultaneously. By this stage of my professional journey, one reality had become increasingly 

clear: the challenge was no longer understanding how to write professional minutes. The 

challenge was having enough time to produce them consistently while managing numerous 

competing responsibilities.  

Documentation remained important. But it competed for attention against recruitment, 

administration, procurement, staff support and operational responsibilities that didn’t pause 

because a meeting had just ended. The quality of my writing had improved significantly, but my  
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productivity hadn’t. Writing the minutes of meetings still required substantial time. Reports 

often extended into evenings and weekends. The workload was becoming unsustainable. I 

needed a way to improve efficiency without compromising standards. That search led me to 

one of the most powerful productivity tools available to modern professionals: Artificial 

Intelligence (AI). 

What AI Actually Is and Isn’t 

Here’s what most people get wrong about AI. They either assume it’s a shortcut or an existential 

threat to professional writers. Neither is true.   

But my experience has taught me something different. AI is an accelerator, not a 

replacement for professional judgment. A professional secretary using AI will produce 

stronger minutes faster. Why? Because AI can organise information, but it cannot fully 

understand organisational politics. It cannot interpret leadership priorities accurately. It cannot 

recognise institutional history the way an experienced insider can. At this point, your 

professional judgment becomes an essential tool.  

 The real power emerges when human expertise and AI work together. 

The Discovery That Changed Everything 

The turning point came when I started making better use of technology already available within 

my organisation. Like many organisations, we used Microsoft Teams for virtual meetings. One 

day, I realised something important. Even during physical meetings, Teams could still be used 

to record discussions and generate transcripts. That simple discovery changed everything. 

Instead of relying solely on handwritten notes, I could now preserve the entire discussion 

digitally. For the first time, I no longer had to depend entirely on memory. I no longer worry 

about missing critical statements. I no longer feared losing important context. The meeting 

itself became a permanent reference point and that significantly improved both accuracy and 

confidence. 

It is important to note that this approach isn’t limited to Microsoft Teams. Any reliable 

method that captures discussions accurately can be used. This may include virtual meeting 

platforms with recording and transcription capabilities, dedicated audio-to-text applications, or  
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even a voice recorder on your mobile phone. The objective isn’t the tool itself. The objective is 

to preserve the discussion as completely as possible.  

If you choose to use a mobile phone recorder, ensure that the device is positioned appropriately 

so that discussions can be captured clearly. The audio can then be transcribed later using any 

suitable transcription tool available to you. Another useful option is the Dictation feature 

available in Microsoft Word. It is accessible from the Home tab on a Windows laptop or by 

pressing the Windows button key + H which captures live speech and convert it into text during 

the meeting, creating a running transcript you can later refine. Regardless of the method used, 

the principle remains the same: capture as much of the discussion as possible.  

Do not worry if the transcript appears disorganised, repetitive or chaotic. Raw transcripts 

are rarely perfect. Their purpose is not to produce final minutes. Their purpose is to preserve 

information. That’s where your handwritten notes continue to play a critical role. While 

technology captures the conversation, your notes capture the meeting's structure  

When it is time to apply the Dual-Capture Method™, these handwritten notes become the 

roadmap that guides the refinement process. They help you organise the transcript, identify 

what is most important and direct AI towards producing professional, board-grade 

documentation rather than merely summarising a conversation. The combination of well-

structured personal notes and a complete transcript creates a powerful foundation for accurate, 

efficient and professional minutes writing. 

The Dual-Capture Method™ 

From that discovery came what I now call The Dual-Capture Method™. The principle entails 

a structured approach that combines two complementary sources of information for maximum 

documentation quality.  

Source one: Personal Notes 

Your structured, agenda-led handwritten notes taken during the meeting. These are your 

compass. They identify what mattered, what was emphasised, and where the key decisions 

landed. 
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Source two: Meeting Transcript 

The complete, time-stamped digital record of everything discussed, generated by a smart 

recording of choice transcription. This is your safety net. It captures what your notes might 

have missed. 

Many professionals depend exclusively on one source. That’s risky. Personal notes alone can 

miss important details. Transcripts alone often lack structure and context. The combination 

is where the power is.  

During meetings, I still take notes manually on agenda items, major concerns, leadership 

emphasis, decisions reached, and action points. At the same time, the meeting transcript 

captures everything else. After the meeting, both sources work together. Notes provide 

structure. Transcript provides completeness. Together, they give you everything needed to 

produce a professional first draft. 

Why Handwritten Notes Still Matter 

Some professionals assume AI eliminates the need for note-taking. It doesn’t and here’s why. 

Your notes are not just merely records. They’re filters. They help you identify what matters. 

Professional minutes aren’t transcripts. They are structured records of deliberations. Your notes 

help identify leadership signals, strategic concerns, key decisions, and governance implications. 

These things are often difficult for AI to recognise independently.  

This is why I still take notes during meetings, even when recording is available. The notes and 

transcript don’t compete. They complement each other. 

 

The 7-Step Documentation Workflow 

Here’s the part most professionals are struggle with writing minutes. They don’t have a 

repeatable process for how to write it. Without a structured post-meeting workflow, the 

meeting ends, the notepad closes, the transcript downloads and then confusion begins. The 

question becomes: Where do I start? 
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This workflow combines handwritten notes, digital transcripts, AI-assisted drafting and 

professional review into a single reliable process. Follow it consistently and the question of 

where to start disappears.  

Step 1 - Capture the Raw Notes 

The moment the meeting ends, photograph every page of your handwritten notes using 

my smartphone. Do this immediately before anything can be misplaced or forgotten. 

Don’t rely on memory to fill gaps later. Capture every page immediately, in sequence. . 

This single habit protects the integrity of the entire documentation process that follows. 

Step 2 - Convert Notes into Editable Text 

Upload the photographed notes into an AI tool such as Gemini or ChatGPT for 

transcription. Use a straight forward prompt like this: 

“Transcribe these handwritten meeting notes into clear and accurate editable text. Maintain all headings, 
agenda items, action points and discussion notes exactly as written. Where handwriting is unclear, 
indicate the uncertain section rather than making assumptions.”    

Or  

“These are my handwritten meeting notes. transcribe everything you can read exactly as written, preserving 
all headings, bullet points, names, figures and action items. Do not interpret or summarise, just 
transcribe.” 

Review the output carefully. Check to ensure that every page was captured, no section 

was omitted, headings are correctly identified, abbreviations expanded where necessary, 

and obvious transcription errors are corrected. This review is important because AI 

transcription is helpful, but it is not perfect. The review step is non-negotiable. 

Step 3 - Obtain the Meeting Transcript 

Download the full meeting transcript from Microsoft Teams or whichever platform or 

tool you used to record the session.  The objective is simple: Capture the discussion 

completely. 

Step 4 - Create the Dual-Capture File Set 

At this point, you have two separate reference documents: 

Document 1 -Personal Notes 
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Document 2 - Meeting Transcript 

Save and label both files clearly and separately. notes provide structure. The transcript 

provides completeness. Together, they form the foundation for professional 

documentation. 

Step 5 - Apply the Board-Grade Prompt 

Upload both documents into ChatGPT, Claude or another advanced AI assistant. Then 

give it a detailed instruction that reflects the standards discussed throughout this guide. 

Here are two prompt templates that consistently produce strong results: 

Prompt Template 1 

"Act as a professional Board Secretary. Using the attached personal note and meeting transcript, prepare 
board-grade minutes. Ensure the document reflects clear deliberation flow, strong governance language, 
institutional professionalism, well-defined resolutions and accountability. The discussion should be 
structured in a way that allows a third party who did not attend the meeting to fully understand the issues 
discussed, concerns raised, directions provided and decisions reached. Extract all action points and present 
them in a professional table indicating responsibilities and timelines." 

Prompt Template 2 

“Act as a professional Board Secretary with extensive experience in governance documentation. I am 
attaching two files from my management meeting: my personal notes, and the Teams AI-generated 
transcript. Using both sources together, produce board-grade meeting minutes with the following structure: 

▪ Formal meeting heading (title, date, venue, time, presiding officer) 

▪ Attendance table with Name, Designation and Signature columns 

▪ Apologies for absence 

▪ Numbered agenda items, each with Issue, Discussion, Direction and Resolution clearly 

documented 

▪ Consolidated Action Points Table at the end 

Language requirements: 

▪ Formal, third-person, governance-standard British English throughout 

▪ Use institutional language (e.g. ‘Management resolved’ / ‘It was noted that’ / ‘It was 

emphasised’) 

▪ Ensure clear deliberation flow so a third party who was not present at the meeting can follow 

each discussion completely and understand  

▪ Remove all conversational filler and informal language from the transcript 

▪ Do not summarise discussions, capture the deliberation fully’’ 
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The AI processes both files, combines the structural clarity of your personal notes with 

the completeness of the transcript, and returns a professional first draft within minutes. 

This is where hours of struggling with manual drafting get compressed into a matter of 

minutes. 

Step 6 - Review, Refine and Apply Professional Judgement 

The AI-generated draft is your starting point, not your finished product. This is where 

the document begins its transition from AI-assisted draft to board-grade documentation.  

Read through the entire document carefully, applying the professional judgement, 

institutional understanding and governance perspective that no AI tool can fully 

replicate. Start with structure and deliberation flow. Assess whether each discussions 

progressed logically from issue presented to deliberation to direction and eventual to 

resolution. Where sections appear disjointed, overly summarised or lacking context, 

either restructure manually or re-prompt the AI with specific instructions for that section 

alone.  

Next review the document for common AI indicators and formatting inconsistencies. 

This includes removing unnecessary em, dashes (–), excessive punctuation, awkward 

sentence constructions, unnecessary line breaks, repetitive expressions and formatting 

elements that make the document appear machine-generated rather than professionally 

authored.  

Furthermore, pay particular attention to section headings. Where headings appear weak, 

generic or fail to reflect the substance of the discussion, refine them manually or re-

prompt the AI to suggest stronger governance-oriented headings that accurately capture 

the context. 

Finally, verify every agenda item against this list: 

➢ Adequate context  

➢ Clear deliberation flow 

➢ Leadership concerns and emphasis captured  

➢ Management direction 
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➢ Defined resolutions 

➢ Accountability measures 

Ensure that no significant discussion has been summarised away.  Where a section still 

lacks proper flow after your initial review, re-prompt the AI on that specific section with 

a clear instruction to improve the deliberation flow, tighten the language or suggest a 

more fitting governance heading. Review the refined version and incorporate if it meets 

the standard.  

This iterative approach of drafting, reviewing, re-prompting selectively and reviewing 

again, is what consistently elevates the final document above what a single AI pass could 

ever produce. The difference between an ordinary AI-generated document and 

board-grade minutes is often determined during this stage. 

 

Step 7 - Final Quality Check, Circulation and Members’ Review 

Before submitting the completed minutes, apply The Third-Party Test principle. This 

means read the document from the perspective of someone who wasn’t present at the 

meeting. Check that discussions flow logically, context is sufficient and decisions, 

directions and resolutions can be understood without additional explanation.  

Also, verify the overall presentation of the document, including justified text, numbered 

sections, properly structured agenda items, clear sub-headings, complete attendance 

records and a well-organised Action Points Register. Once satisfied that the document 

meets the required standard, circulate the minutes to all management members with a 

clear covering note requesting corrections, observations or additional inputs before the 

next meeting. This circulation step isn’t a formality. It’s a governance discipline. 

Any valid corrections received are reviewed and incorporated into the final version 

before the minutes are formally adopted. Only after this process is completed does the 

document become the official record of the meeting. 

 

 



 

 
THE BOARD-GRADE MINUTES FRAMEWORK 

36 

 

 

What AI Gets Wrong 

AI is indeed powerful, but it isn’t perfect. Some common errors to look out for include: 

▪ Missing Context: AI doesn’t automatically understand organisational history or 

institutional background. 

▪ Misinterpreting Priorities: Not every discussion carries equal importance. AI doesn’t 

always reflect that. 

▪ Weak Resolutions: Sometimes, AI summarises discussions without clearly extracting 

decisions. 

▪ Excessive Formality: Occasionally, AI produces language that sounds impressive but 

unnatural. 

▪ Over-summarisation: Important nuances can disappear during condensation.  

These AI shortcomings is why human review remains essential. Never submit AI-generated 

minutes without professional review. AI can process information quickly. It cannot be held 

accountable for the accuracy of what it produces. 

From Days to Hours 

Before developing this workflow system, writing minutes could consume several days. Action 

points required substantial effort. Follow-up documentation was stressful. Today, the process 

is significantly faster. Action points can often be developed within thirty minutes of a meeting. 

A complete first draft can typically be produced within 48 hours, even while managing other 

responsibilities. The improvement isn’t because I work harder, but it’s because the 

workflow is better. 

Building Your Personal Documentation System 

One of the most valuable lessons from this journey is this: don’t depend entirely on 

organisational systems. Build your own systems. Create templates, checklists, action trackers, 

prompt libraries and documentation structures. These assets save time repeatedly. Every 

meeting becomes easier. Every report becomes faster. Every document becomes more 

consistent. This is how professionals scale their effectiveness without scaling their hours. 
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The Future of Professional Secretaries 

The role of the secretary is evolving rapidly. In the past, value was often measured by speed of 

typing. Today, value is measured by critical thinking, information management, communication 

quality, decision documentation, and organisational intelligence.  

AI will continue to change how administrative work is performed. But organisations will still 

need professionals who can think strategically, exercise independent judgment, understand 

governance, and capture institutional memory. Technology will enhance these 

professionals, not replace them. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In the Conclusion, we return to where this all began and look at what that gift from a boss really 

represented. 

 

Key Takeaways 

1. AI is an accelerator, not a replacement for professional judgment. Human review will 

always remain essential. 

2. The Dual-Capture Method  combines personal notes and transcripts for stronger 

documentation.  

3. Handwritten notes still matter. They’re filter, not just records. They surface what AI 

would miss.   

4. AI is a valuable assistant. Strong prompts produce strong outputs. Vague instructions 

produce vague results. Ensure to be specific. 

5. The 7-Step Workflow principle removes the guesswork from post-meeting 

documentation. Follow it consistently. 

6. Develop personal systems like templates, prompt libraries, action trackers. They 

improves consistency and productivity.  

7. The future belongs to professionals who combine human judgment with technological 

efficiency.  
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CONCLUSION 

What the Gift from My Boss Really Meant 

   

When my Executive Director handed me that instant cash reward, the amount itself wasn’t 

what mattered most to me. What stayed with me was what it represented.  

Trust 

Trust that the same person who had once sat in a management meeting and called my writing 

pedestrian could now hand my minutes to a board committee without hesitation. Trust that 

important discussions would be captured accurately. Trust that decisions would not be lost. 

Trust that institutional memory was in competent hands. That trust wasn’t built overnight. I 

earned it through persistence, through observation, through studying corrections I initially 

resented.   
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What This Guide Was Really About 

This wasn’t a book about writing. Not really. It was about the gap that exists between being 

appointed to a role and being equipped for it. That gap is real, it’s common, and most 

organisations don’t acknowledge it openly. They hand you the title, point you to the meeting 

room, and expect results. 

What this guide gave you was a way to close that gap on your own terms. 

Chapter One showed you why good professionals produce poor minutes not because they lack 

ability, but because they lack a system. Chapter Two shifted the way you think about your role 

from note-taker to a custodian of institutional decisions. Chapter Three gave you the 7-pillar 

framework that turns that thinking into a document worthy of any board committee. And 

Chapter Four showed you how to use AI responsibly to produce that document faster, without 

sacrificing the standard. That’s the full picture. Mindset. Framework. Workflow. 

 

The Standard You’re Now Holding Yourself To 

Here’s the thing: knowing this framework and applying it consistently are two different things. 

The professionals who produce board-grade documentation aren’t necessarily the most 

experienced people in the room. They’re the ones who have decided that documentation is a 

governance responsibility, not an administrative chore. They listen differently. They organise 

differently. They write with the awareness that their document will outlast the meeting and may 

be read by people who weren’t there, in circumstances nobody anticipated. That’s the 

standard. Now you know exactly what it looks like. 

 

The Transformation 

When I reflect on my journey, the transformation is remarkable. Today, I have a repeatable 

framework, a structured workflow, confidence in my documentation, and improved 

productivity. Furthermore, I have earned greater trust from leadership, and perhaps most 

importantly, a system that can be taught to others. That is the purpose of this guide; to shorten 

the learning curve for professionals who are currently where I once was. 



 

 
THE BOARD-GRADE MINUTES FRAMEWORK 

40 

 

 

A Final Word 

The next board-grade minute you produce does not begin when the meeting starts. It begins 

with how you choose to think about your role, about the discussions in front of you, and about 

the people who will rely on your document long after the meeting has ended. 

“Great minutes are not created by chance. They are created by intention. They are 

created by structure. They are created by disciplined thinking, deliberate listening and 

consistent refinement.” 

That’s what the gift from my boss really meant. Not that I had finally written well. But that I 

had finally understood what writing well, in this context, actually required. 

Now you do too. 
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