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Basic Rules



PARLIAMENTARY PROCEDURE:

• Used by all types of decision-making 
organizations

• Facilitates decision-making in a fair, 
consistent manner

• Most common - Robert’s Rules of Order
Current issue is Robert’s Rules of Order 
Newly Revised, 12th Edition



Parliamentary Procedure

Based upon rights of

1. The majority,

2. The minority,

3. Individual members,

4. Absentees, and

5. All of these together



Rights and Duties of Members

• Attend meetings
• Receive agenda and 

background information
• Make motions
• Debate
• Vote
• Nominate
• Hold office

• Attend meetings
• Obey rules
• Insist on enforcement 

of those rules
• Further the object of 

the organization
• Fulfill assigned duties 

until properly excused



The organization is paramount,

as compared to the individual.



All members are equal.

A quorum must be 
present to take     

valid action.



Fix the time to which to adjourn

Adjourn

Recess

Take Measures to obtain a quorum

In the absence of a quorum, you can:



Only one main 
proposition can be 
under consideration.

Only one member 
can have the floor at 
a time.



Full debate is allowed on all questions —

(unless the rules don’t allow debate).



A majority vote decides
(unless a greater 
percentage is 
required).

Silence gives consent



Governing 
Documents



Federal Law

State Law

Constitution/Bylaws

(Special) Rules of Order

Rules of Order  (Parliamentary Authority)

HIERARCHY OF RULES



Wisconsin Open Meetings Law

Defines:
• Governmental Body
• Meeting
• Meeting Notice Requirements
• Citizen Participation
• Rules Regarding Voting
• Minutes
• Closed Session and Exemptions
• Penalties



Handling a 
Motion



A member makes a 
motion:

“I move that…”
or
“I move to…”
or
“Resolved that…”

Steps in Handling a Motion



Another member seconds 
the motion.

“Second”
or

“I second the motion.”



The chair states the 
question.

“It is moved and  
seconded… (repeating 
the motion).”



The members debate  
the motion.

(Members must first 
seek recognition and  
obtain the floor.)



Rules Governing Debate
• The maker of a motion is entitled to speak 

first.
• No one may speak more than twice to the 

same question on the same day.
• No member is entitled to speak a second time 

while any other member wishes to make a first 
speech.

• Having obtained the floor, a member may 
speak for ten minutes.

• Rights in debate are not transferable.



• Remarks must be confined to the merits of the 
pending question.

• A member’s motives must not be attacked.
• All remarks must be addressed to or through 

the chair.
• Members may not speak directly to one 

another.
• No member may comment adversely on any 

prior act of the assembly that is not pending.

Decorum in Debate



The Chair puts the 
question (takes the vote).

“The question is on the  
adoption of the motion 
that…(repeating the 
motion)”

“Those in favor, say Aye.
Those opposed, say No.”



Methods of voting

• Viva voce (by the 
voice)

• Show of hands
• Rising vote
• Counted vote
• Roll call
• Ballot vote

• Unanimous (general) 
consent

• Majority vote
• Plurality vote
• Two-thirds vote
• Tie vote
• Acclamation



The Chair announces the 
result of the vote:

• Which side “has” it
• Whether adopted or 

lost
• Effect of the vote
• Where applicable, 

announcement of the 
next item of business.



Handling a Motion

1. Member makes a motion.
2. Another member seconds the motion.
3. Chair states the question.
4. Members debate the motion.
5. Chair takes the vote.
6. Chair announces result of vote.



Consent 
Agenda



Consent Agenda
Must be authorized by a special rule of order
§ What kinds of business may be included
§ Who decides which items will be included
§ Who may remove an item from the consent 

agenda
§ How will items appear on the agenda
§ Where will consent items be included in the 

minutes



Business in 
Small Boards



Business in Small Boards

§ Not more than about a 
dozen members

§ Business is handled as if 
in a committee

§ Rules are relaxed

§ Board may choose 
which rules to use



Members may raise a hand to obtain the floor 
before making motions or speaking in debate, 
which they can do while seated.



Motions need not be seconded.

Pro: No confusion about when a motion 
does not receive a second

Con: All motions would have to be considered

Best: If there is a rule that limits introduction 
of new business, such as having to 
provide information by a certain time 
prior to the meeting or requiring 
information in the meeting notice



There is no limit to the number of times a member              
may speak to a debatable question.

Pro: Members are not limited by normal rule of 
only being able to speak twice for no more 
than ten minutes each time

Con: Vocal minority can prevent a vote
Possible to have debate between only two 
members arguing back and forth

Best: If everyone has a chance to make a first speech 
before anyone speaks a second time



Informal discussion of a subject is permitted                 
while no motion is pending.

Pro: Full discussion is allowed on all questions

Con: Having a motion before debate begins 
focuses the board discussion
No way to keep members on track

Best: If used infrequently. Useful to ask for a 
motion as soon as the chair senses the      
group is ready to consider the question



Sometimes, when a proposal is perfectly clear to all 
present, a vote can be taken without a motion having 
been introduced.

Pro: Saves time in having a motion made and 
seconded

Con: Difficult for the person taking the minutes
Presiding officer must make sure that every-
one understands what is being voted on

Best: Unless agreed to by unanimous consent, 
all proposed actions must be approved by 
vote, which can be taken initially by show of 
hands 



The presiding officer need not rise when putting 
questions to a vote.

Pro: In public bodies, members are seated and 
usually use individual microphones

Con: The group is not focused on the chairman, 
who is the leader and facilitator for the 
meeting

Best: If the presiding officer maintains control of 
the meeting



The chairman can speak in debate and usually                
can make motions and vote on all questions.

Pro: Chairman is a member of the board and should 
have the same rights as other members

Con: Impartiality of the chair may be compromised

Best: To maintain the appearance of impartiality, 
the chairman
• should make motions only if absolutely 

necessary,
• speak only when the remarks are needed for 

clarification, and 
• vote last on all roll call votes



Commonly 
Misunderstood 

Motions and 
Procedures



To change a motion, move to:
Amend by
• Inserting or adding words or 

a paragraph
• Striking out words or a 

paragraph
•  Striking out and inserting 

words OR substituting a 
paragraph

Amendments



§ Can only be made BEFORE 
the motion is stated 

§ Must receive concurrence 
from the maker of  the 
motion

§ After the motion has been 
stated by the chair, the 
amendment is treated as any 
other amendment

§ Requires a second and a 
majority vote for approval

Friendly 
Amendment



§ Motion used to close debate 
§ Maker must have the floor
§ Requires a second
§ Not debatable
§ Two-thirds vote required for 

adoption

Previous Question 

(Question or I call the Question)



• Used to set aside pending business temporarily 
to take up something of immediate urgency

• Any condition attached makes it a different 
motion

• The business remains on the table until the end 
of the next regularly scheduled meeting

• Reciprocal motion is to “Take from the Table”

Lay on the Table or To Table



Used to consider the vote on a question again 
that was already decided at the same meeting
– Member must have voted on the 

prevailing side
Yes or Aye if it was adopted;                                           
No or Nay if it failed

– After debate, a vote is first taken on 
whether to reconsider the motion

– If adopted, the question is debated and 
then voted on again

Reconsider



Renew
A motion made and disposed of without           
being adopted may be renewed by any 
member as it becomes a substantially    
different question by a:

• Change in the wording

• Change in the time

• Change in the circumstances



Committees
§ A committee is a body of one or more 

persons, elected or appointed, to consider, 
investigate, or take action on certain matters 
or subjects, or to do all of these things

§ Types of committees
§ Standing (continuing nature)
§ Special, Ad Hoc (for a specific purpose)

§ If a committee is to do more than report its 
findings or recommendations, it may be 
empowered to act for the organization only    
on specific instructions or it may be given 
standing powers



Nominations
§ Nominations do not require a second

§ You do not have to ask for nominations three 
times – once is sufficient

§ A motion to close nominations requires a two-
thirds vote (by roll call) or unanimous consent

§ An election for an officer position is not an 
appointment, even if the individual had no 
opposition

§ If the bylaws allow and if there are no more 
candidates than positions to be filled, the 
chair can declare the nominees elected by 
acclamation 



Tips for Presiding Officers

§ Open the meeting at the appointed time by 
taking the chair and calling the meeting to order

§ Advise the members how they may obtain the 
floor (raise hand, address the chair, etc.)

§ Respond to inquiries of members
§ Enforce the rules of debate and those relating to 

order and decorum
§ State clearly and put to vote all legitimate 

motions and announce results
§ Declare the meeting adjourned



When may a meeting adjourn?

§ When a motion to adjourn has been made and 
adopted.

§ When all business on the agenda has been 
completed.

§ When the predetermined hour for 
adjournment has arrived.

§ When it appears there is no further business.
§ When sensing a general desire to adjourn.
§ In the event of fire, riot, or other extreme 

emergency.



It is usually a mistake to insist upon
technical points, as long as no one is being
defrauded of their rights and the will of
the majority is being carried out.

The rules and customs are designed to 
help and not to hinder business.

Henry M. Robert


