
Jordan-Webb - All Rights Reserved 1991-2003 - Page 1

Meeting Room Configurations

• Guidelines for Meeting Seating Arrangements

Paul Collins
Jordan-Webb
(773) 463-2288
pcollins@jordan-webb.net



Jordan-Webb - All Rights Reserved 1991-2003 - Page 2

• U-Shape 3
• Hollow Square 5
• Octagon 7
• Team Tables or Clusters (Rectangles) 9
• Team Tables or Clusters (Rounds) 11
• Boardroom 13
• Classroom 15
• Harvard Style Classroom (Tiered) 17
• Ballroom or Town Meeting 19
• Auditorium or Theater 21
• Semi-Circle 23
• Fish Bowl 25
• Electronic Meeting Support (EMS) 27
• Distributed or Virtual “Meeting Room” 29

Meeting Room Configurations
We’ve attempted to standardize some of the naming conventions for meeting room seating arrangements.  For example, the term
“conference style seating” is often used by hotels or conference centers to mean either U-Shape, Hollow Square or Boardroom.

We’ve also included a visual for a distributed or virtual “meeting room”, that is constrained neither by space nor time.
We hope that you find this information useful. - pcollins@jordan-webb.net - (773)-463-2288
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U-Shape

Projector Projector

Facilitator(s)

Projection Screen(s)
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• The U-Shape is one of the most popular of seating arrangements for groups of up to 50
participants.  It features a series of rectangular tables set up in the shape of the block "U"
with chairs set all around the outside perimeter.  Seating is usually on the outside of the U,
but it's possible to seat Participants on both inside legs of the U.

• It is ideal for small to medium groups with a discussion or teaching format. This seating
style, is also optimal for training sessions and speaker presentations.  It positions the leader
either in the middle of the connecting end of the U or in the middle of the U.  Each
participant has a table or desk in front of them for taking notes and placing conference
material.  It is also a good setup for focus groups.

• The openness of this setup gives each participant a sense of freedom that encourages wider
participation, while the amount of space between participants avoids the effect of
compression.  Also there is no sense of preferential seating because all seats have an
equally good view of the meeting leaders.

• The U-Shape setup is often used for board of directors meetings, committee meetings, and
breakout sessions involving audio-visual presentations because all attendees can see the
AV when the screen is placed at the open.

U-Shape
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Hollow Square

ProjectorProjector

Projection Screen(s)

Facilitator(s)
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• In the Hollow Square style setup, there are four or more tables arranged in a square,
rectangle or other multi-sided design, in which the middle of the design is empty.  This setup
is similar to the 'U' shaped setup and is sometimes called a closed 'U'.  Participants sit on
three (or all) sides of the setup, but there is an emphasis and focus on a power figure at the
head.

• Each participant has the same amount of space, they can easily see one another and they
have a writing surface.  Setup is critical as far as participation is concerned.  The Hollow
Square is best for groups under 30 people. If the group is larger than 30, this setup might be
stretched too far. If the participants can't hear or see well, there will be diminished feelings of
collegiality.

• This design is good for larger committee or board meetings of 17 to 30 people, at which
interaction among attendees is important. Avoid long, straight sections of tables over 12 feet
long.  Octagons and hexagons work well to improve sight lines among attendees.

Hollow Square
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Octagon
Projection Screen(s)

ProjectorProjector

Facilitator(s)
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• The Octagon (other multi-sided setup) is a variation of the Hollow Square style setup, where
multiple tables arranged in a multi-sided design, in which the middle of the design is empty.
Participants sit on all sides of the setup, but there is an emphasis and focus on a power
figure at the designated head of the configuration.

• Each participant has the same amount of space, they can easily see one another and they
have a writing surface.  Setup is critical as far as participation is concerned.  Multi-sided
setups are best for groups under 30 people. If the group is larger than 30, this setup might
be stretched too far. If the participants can't hear or see well, there will be diminished
feelings of collegiality.

• This design is good for larger committee or board meetings of 17 to 30 people, at which
interaction among attendees is important. Avoid long, straight sections of tables over 12 feet
long.  Octagons and hexagons work well to improve sight lines among attendees.

Octagon
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Team Tables / Clusters - Rectangles

ProjectorProjector

Projection Screen(s)

Facilitator(s)
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• “Team Tables” or “Clusters” is the setup of choice for most functions that would include meal
service in the same room. It is appropriate for small team, work group and committee
meetings.  Moreover, it is ideal for small breakout or study groups that require a lot of group
interaction, discussion and/or note taking.

• Participants are seated at standard rectangular (single or back to back) or round tables (60",
66", or 72" in diameter). Seating may be 6, 8, or 10 participants per table, depending on
room and/or table size.

• Depending on the needs of the session, groups can be organized as cross-functional or as
departmental or they can be established dynamically, as needed. This setup is typically
used where the facilitator or instructor defines sub-group work sessions or group problem
solving sessions.

• Due to larger numbers of participants and the amount of interaction generally seen at these
events, additional co-facilitators are recommended.

Team Tables / Clusters - Rectangles
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Team Table / Clusters - Rounds

ProjectorProjector

Projection Screen(s)

Facilitator(s)
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• “Team Tables” or “Clusters” is the setup of choice for most functions that would include meal
service in the same room. It is appropriate for small team, work group and committee
meetings.  Moreover, it is ideal for small breakout or study groups that require a lot of group
interaction, discussion and/or note taking.

• Participants are seated at standard rectangular (single or back to back) or round tables (60",
66", or 72" in diameter). Seating may be 6, 8, or 10 participants per table, depending on
room and/or table size.

• Depending on the needs of the session, groups can be organized as cross-functional or as
departmental or they can be established dynamically, as needed. This setup is typically
used where the facilitator or instructor defines sub-group work sessions or group problem
solving sessions.

• Due to larger numbers of participants and the amount of interaction generally seen at these
events, additional co-facilitators are recommended.

Team Table / Clusters - Rounds
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Boardroom

ProjectorProjector

Projection Screen(s)

Facilitator(s)
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• The Boardroom setup is often used for groups of 5 to 30 participants in board meetings,
committee meetings, and other smaller functions at which interaction between participants is
expected.

• Tables are set in rectangle or oval shape with chairs on both sides and ends.  This is an
ideal setup for small discussions and/or focus groups.  Participants are seated on all four
sides of a table. For smaller groups of 12 of fewer, a single large conference table may
suffice. For larger groups, several 6'x30" or 8'x30" tables can be combined to create a solid
rectangular table.

Boardroom
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Classroom

ProjectorProjector

Projection Screen(s)
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• In the Classroom-style setup, participants are seated in rows of tables placed facing the
front. Long, Narrow tables are lined up in a row, one behind the other on each side of center
aisle with chairs facing head table. The tables usually abut one another, although tables that
extend beyond the presentation area or stage could be angled toward the speaker in order
to provide better viewing.

• This is an excellent setup for between 10 and 150 participants.  It is ideal in a teaching
format, or where there will be a number of speakers, panel discussion(s) and/or extensive
note taking.  Classroom-style is the best setup for situations in which the presenter is
expected to do most of the talking and/or participants must take notes, refer to material in
binders, and/or work on computer equipment. It's also the most comfortable design for very
long sessions. It is not the preferred setup for encouraging conversation.

• The Classroom setup allows the introduction of team projects during the course of the
meeting by having participants at every other group of tables turn to face those behind them
to form small discussion groups. You should provide for about two-and-a-half feet between
participants and two-and-a-half to three feet between rows.  Microphones for presentations
and for audience responses should be provided, otherwise, it might be difficult for all
participants to hear or participate in the process.

• This setup takes up a lot of room because of the many tables and the spacing between
attendees. A square room is best. If the room is not square, a good rule of thumb is that the
length of a room should never exceed its width by more than 50 percent, i.e., a room 20 feet
wide should be no more than 30 feet long.

Classroom
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Harvard Style Classroom (Tiered)
Projection Screen(s)

ProjectorProjector Facilitator(s)
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• The Harvard Classroom-style setup is a vast improvement of the standard Classroom setup
and many universities and conference facilities and some hotels offer such rooms.
Participants are seated in semi-circular rows of modular tables angled toward the head
table. Each row is tiered so that all participants have good sight lines towards the head table
and other participants.

• Harvard-style rooms usually have build-in audio/visual and presentation/recording systems,
microphones, built-in desktop computers and/or LAN/WAN/Internet connections for laptops,
and videoconferencing.  This design promotes an interactive classroom experience and is
equipped to deal with the new realities of technology.

• This is an excellent setup for between 10 and 150 participants.  It is ideal in a teaching
format, or where there will be a number of speakers, panel discussion(s) and/or extensive
note taking.  Classroom-style is the best setup for situations in which the presenter is
expected to do most of the talking and/or participants must take notes, refer to material in
binders, and/or work on computer equipment. It's also the most comfortable design for very
long sessions. It is not the preferred setup for encouraging conversation.

• The Classroom setup allows the introduction of team projects during the course of the
meeting by having participants at every other group of tables turn to face those behind them
to form small discussion groups. You should provide for about two-and-a-half feet between
participants and two-and-a-half to three feet between rows.  Microphones for presentations
and for audience responses should be provided, otherwise, it might be difficult for all
participants to hear or participate in the process.

Harvard Style Classroom (Tiered)
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Banquet / Town Meeting - Rounds

ProjectorProjector

Projection Screen(s)

Main Facilitator



Jordan-Webb - All Rights Reserved 1991-2003 - Page 20

• The “Banquet” or “Town Meeting” setup is an extension of the “Team Tables” or “Clusters”
setup.  It is ideal for large groups of 100-300 people that would include meal service in the
same room. It is appropriate for small team, work group and committee meetings.  It is also
appropriate for large scale group meetings such as “Town Meetings” and “Whole System”
planning and change meetings.

• Moreover, it is ideal for small breakout or study groups that require a lot of group interaction,
discussion and/or note taking.

• Participants are seated at standard rectangular (single or back to back) or round tables (60",
66", or 72" in diameter). Seating may be 6, 8, or 10 participants per table, depending on
room and/or table size.

• Depending on the needs of the session, groups can be organized as cross-functional or as
departmental or they can be established dynamically, as needed. This setup is typically
used where the facilitator or instructor defines sub-group work sessions or group problem
solving sessions.

• Due to extremely large number of participants and the amount of interaction generally seen
at these events, additional co-facilitators for each table are recommended.

Banquet / Town Meeting
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Auditorium / Theater
Projection Screen(s)

ProjectorProjector Facilitator(s)
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• "Auditorium-style" or "Theater-style" setup simulates the layout of a theater or auditorium
and is the arrangement of choice for groups of 300 or more.  Chairs, placed in rows, facing
front with no tables, can be straight, semi-circular, or herringbone (angled toward the front).
If space is not an issue, it's best to offset each row so that delegates are not sitting directly
behind one another.

• It is the ideal setup if you're featuring a number of speakers, a performance, elaborate
audiovisuals, panel discussion(s) and/or if you want to maximize the space in a room. It is
best used when participants take on the characteristics of an audience (i.e.,listening to a
speaker, watching a slide presentation). This design is maximizes seating capacity of
meeting rooms and allows audiences to be closer to the speaker(s). This setup ideal where
two way conversation is minimal and questions are accommodated by the use of an
audience microphone.  It is not recommended for taking notes for getting group interaction
or conversation or for any event at which food is served.

• This style is crowded and there is less likelihood of getting good participation and interaction
from participants.  In a typical group, one-third will actively participate, another one-third will
moderately participate, and the other one-third won't participate at all.  Moreover, there is no
place to place notebooks, handouts and other belongings. Those sitting in the back of the
room will probably have difficulty hearing questions being asked by those in front.  Taking
notes will be difficult. Try to leave three to six inches between chairs, and two to two-and-a-
half feet between rows, measuring from the back of the chair to the front of the seat behind
it. The room between chairs is very important to attendees both physically and
psychologically. If you are going to project audiovisuals, make sure the ceiling is at least a
nine- or ten-feet high. The standard eight-foot ceiling would be too low.

Auditorium / Theater
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Semi-Circle

ProjectorProjector

Projection Screen(s)

Facilitator(s)

Facilitator(s)
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• The Semi-Circle (or complete Circle) is a variant of the U-Shape, but without tables.  It is an
ideal seating arrangement for groups of up to 50 participants.

• It is ideal for small to medium groups with a discussion or teaching format, where little or no
writing is required and a maximum of participation is encouraged. This seating style, can
also be used for training sessions and speaker presentations.  It positions the facilitator,
leader, presenter or speaker in the middle of the group.

• The openness of this setup gives each participant a sense of freedom that encourages wider
participation, while the amount of space between participants avoids the effect of
compression.  Also there is no sense of preferential seating because all seats have an
equally good view of the meeting leaders.

• This setup is often used for informal discussions, committee meetings, and breakout
sessions involving audio-visual presentations because all attendees can see the AV when
the screen is placed at the open.

Semi-Circle
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Fish Bowl

ProjectorProjector

Projection Screen(s)

Facilitator(s)

Facilitator(s)
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• The Fish Bowl (or Double Circle) is a variant of the Semi-Circle.  It is an ideal seating
arrangement for groups of up to 50 participants.

• It is ideal for small to medium groups with a discussion format, where little or no writing is
required and a maximum 1:1 of participation is desired.  It minimizes the role of the
facilitator, leader, presenter or speaker, while at the same time encourages one-on-one
interaction between two people from different perspectives - one being inside of the”Fish
Bowl” and the other being on the outside.

• The openness of this setup gives each participant a sense of freedom that encourages wider
one-on-one interaction and affords some privacy, while the amount of space between
participants avoids the effect of compression.  Also there is no sense of preferential seating
because all seats are facing another person.

• This setup is often used for informal discussions, one-on-one conversations, de-briefings,
and breakout sessions.

Fish Bowl
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Projector Projector

Facilitator(s)

Projection Screen(s)

Network File Server or
Network / Internet Connection

Electronic Meeting Support (EMS)

Each participant has direct access to the
group’s shared memory using electronic
brainstorming & other decision support
tools via networked laptop computers.
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• The ”Electronic Meeting Support" (EMS) arrangement is represented here in the U-Shape
setup, which will work for groups of up to 50 participants.  However an EMS setup can also
be used for any of the configurations that have tables.  Some Harvard-Style Classrooms
have EMS tools installed on built-in computers.

• In smaller groups using EMS, each participant may have their own computer or may share a
computer with one or two partners.   In larger settings, sub-groups may share one or more
computers.  The setup and usage patterns will be driven by the design of the process(es),
the number participants and the number of computers available.

• EMS tools help to stimulate and focus group conversations and activities.  They help
participants share thoughts and feelings, analyze and evaluate ideas, make decisions and
develop action plans.  EMS also provides a “group memory” that captures much of the
group’s activities more effectively than flip charts and post-its.  This “group memory” can be
accessed during the meeting and immediately distributed to participants after the meeting.

• The EMS setup is ideal for groups in a common or networked location that need to make
decisions in compressed time frames.  It is ideal for groups that would benefit from having
their process facilitated by a neutral third party.  It is especially useful in situations where it is
critical to get anonymous (non-attributed) input.  Ironically, is also useful when it is
necessary to to know the origin of input at a group or at an individual level.  This setup is
also very useful for getting interactive feedback from training sessions and speaker
presentations and is an ideal setup for focus groups.  It is not recommended for groups that
are dysfunctional or that would require third party mediation or arbitration.

Electronic Meeting Support (EMS)
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Facilitator(s)

Many-to-Many Collaboration

Conference Call (Verbal Conversation)

Internet Connection (On-line Mindsharing & Interactive Group Work)

Distributed = same time, any place
Virtual = any time, any place

Distributed / Virtual “Meeting Room”
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• The "Distributed" or "Virtual" meeting room is the newest "seating" arrangement for groups
of up to 50 participants.  It features use of the internet, a conference call and web-based
tools that help groups share their thoughts and feelings, analyze and evaluate ideas, make
decisions and develop action plans.  Any process using the "Distributed" and "Virtual"
meeting room will also use a combination of traditional "Face-to-Face Meeting Room"
interactions in addition to distributed (same time, different place) and virtual (any time, any
place) interactions.  Our distinction between Distributed and Virtual is that:

– In a distributed setting, participants would join the meeting from any workspace (place) at a mutually
agreed upon time, so this phase of the process would be run synchronously.

– In a virtual setting, participants would join the meeting from any workspace (place) at a time
convenient to their own schedule, so this phase of the process would be run asynchronously.

• Each participant is connected to the “meeting room” from anywhere in the world, via a
conference call and a computer connected to the internet.  The computer provides facilities
for back channel conversations, note taking and for reviewing and/or submitting session
material. This "seating style", is also optimal for getting interactive feedback from training
sessions and speaker presentations and is an ideal setup for distributed focus groups.

• The Virtual or Distributed "Meeting Room" setup is ideal for small to medium groups that
need to make decisions in compressed time frames and/or who cannot afford the cost
and/or time to travel to a common location for a face-to-face meeting. It is ideal for groups
that would benefit from having their process facilitated by a neutral third party.   It is not
recommended for groups that are dysfunctional or that would require third party mediation or
arbitration.

Distributed / Virtual “Meeting Room”


