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ROBERT’S RULES OF ORDER
Introduction
Robert’s Rules of Order is a document that explains general parliamentary procedure. It has become the standard 
reference for all types of business meetings that require a parliamentary authority, from small local organizations 
to large corporations. Robert’s Rules of Order provides guidelines that protect the rights of individual group 
members, the majority, the minority, absentees, and all parties as a whole. This chart summarizes the most 
important points contained in Robert’s Rules of Order. Businesses and groups of all kinds may follow these basic 
rules of procedure to govern their organization, hold effective meetings and ensure equal, fair treatment for all 
of their members.

Evolution of Parliamentary Procedure
As early as ancient Greece, government officials created procedures for their legislative bodies to make decisions 
and thereby govern the populace. During the Middle Ages, parliament denoted any important meeting held for 
the purpose of discussion.

•	 The rules and precedents governing legislative bodies, commonly called parliamentary law, emerged 
from England’s Parliament. When English colonists settled America, they preserved these principles 
(e.g.:  consideration of one subject at a time, alternating debate between opposite points of view, and 
confining debate to the merits of the pending question). This English Parliamentary Law would have 
great influence on the newly formed government of the United States.

•	 In 1801, Vice President Thomas Jefferson wrote A Manual of Parliamentary Practice for the Use of 
the Senate of the United States. The manual was the first codified parliamentary procedure designed 
especially for government use.

•	 In 1845, Luther Cushing, clerk of the Massachusetts House of Representatives, published Cushing’s 
Manual, which attempted to provide guidelines for ordinary, voluntary societies. Cushing’s idea that each 
organization should establish its own rules of order proved to be unrealistic in practice.

•	 In 1876, army officer Henry M. Robert wrote a 176 page volume of rules for ordinary societies called the 
Pocket Manual of Rules of Order for Deliberative Assemblies. His publisher shortened the title to 
Robert’s Rules of Order.

•	 In 1915, Robert published Robert’s Rules of Order Revised, which reorganized, expanded, and 
clarified the earlier edition. Subsequent revisions followed. Robert’s Rules of Order Newly Revised, 
first published in 1970, appeared in its most recent (10th) edition in 2000.

Basic Underlying Principles
1. A quorum must be present to take legal action. A quorum is the minimum number of members 

who must be present to transact business legally.
2. All members are equal. Each member of an organization has equal rights. No member’s vote 

counts more than another.
3. Members bring business before an assembly in the form of a motion. A motion is a formal 

proposal of business.
4. Only one formal proposal to take certain action may be under consideration at a time. Members 

may consider only one basic form of motion or main motion at a time. Members seeking to make 
a secondary motion (which deals with how a main motion will be handled) must make them before 
adopting, rejecting or disposing of the main motion.

5. Only one member may have the floor at a time. When a member has been assigned the floor, or 
given the right to speak, other members normally may not interrupt.

6. Full debate is allowed on all questions, unless the rules do not allow debate. Members may 
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debate fully each proposed main motion. Certain secondary motions, however, are not debatable.
7. The issue, not the person, is always what is under consideration. Members should confine their 

remarks to the merits of the pending question and should not make disparaging comments about 
other members or their motions.

8. The organization is paramount compared to the individual. Though the individual members have 
the right to make a motion they cannot make a decision. Only the organization makes a decision 
through its voting members.

9. A majority vote decides, unless a larger vote is required. A majority vote-the affirmative vote of 
more than half of those members present and voting-decides most questions. Certain motions that 
affect basic rights of membership and changes to particular rules of the assembly usually require 
a two-thirds vote for adoption. Two-thirds is defined as at least twice as many members in favor as 
opposed.

10. Silence gives consent. A member who does not vote acquiesces to the will of the majority. The 
assembly does not consider an abstention an affirmative or negative vote, it simply does not count 
at all.

11. Once an assembly decided a question that question cannot come back before the assembly 
in the same form. Members cannot ask the assembly to decide the same question twice in the 
same session unless they amend, rescind, or reconsider the previously adopted question.

The Deliberative Assembly
A deliberative assembly is an independent or autonomous group of people meeting to determine, in full and free 
discussion, courses of action to take in the name of the entire group.
Categories

•	 Assembly of an organized society: A local branch of a provincial, national, or international society. 
Participation is limited to those who are on the membership rolls as voting members.

•	 Legislative body: A constitutionally established lawmaking body of representatives (at the national, 
provincial or local level) chosen by the electorate for a certain term of office.

•	 Board: An administrative or managerial body of appointed or elected people. It may be the organization’s 
supreme governing body or may be subordinates to the general membership.

•	 Mass Meeting: A meeting of an unorganized group who have a common interest in a particular purpose 
or problem. A series of mass meetings may be held to organize a permanent society. Everyone who 
attends the meeting and is in agreement with the common interest has the right to participate.

•	 Convention: An assembly of delegates chosen to represent constituent subdivisions for one session. 
Delegates who hold proper credentials are entitled to participate.

Meetings
A meeting is a single official gathering of members in one room or area to transact business for a length of time 
with no cessation (except for a short recess). Members do not separate during a meeting.

•	 Session: A session may be a single meeting or a series of connected meetings with a single order 
of business, agenda, program, or purpose. Each succeeding meeting continues business at the point 
where it was left off at the previous meeting.

•	 Types of Meetings:
	 Regular: A periodic business meeting of a permanent society held at defined intervals.
	 Special:  A separate business meeting held at a different time than regularly scheduled meetings, 

conveying only for the specific purpose noticed in the call to the meeting.
	 Adjourned: A continuation of the immediately preceding regular or special meeting.
	 Annual: A meeting designated to receive reports of officers and committees, hold elections, or take 

other actions prescribed in the bylaws.
	 Executive session: Any meeting or portion of a meeting in which proceedings are secret.

Members
•	 Members of a deliberative assembly have the right to:

	 Attend meetings
	 Offer motions
	 Speak in debate
	 Vote
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	 Nominate other members
	 Hold office

•	 Members have the duty and responsibility to:
	 Attend meetings
	 Obey the rules
	 Further the object of the society
	 Insist on enforcement of the rules
	 Fulfill assigned duties until properly excused

Rules of the Assembly
Every organization is subject to national, provincial and sometimes local laws. Also, each assembly requires 
rules that establish its structure and govern its operation. The hierarchy for these rules is as follows:

•	 Corporate Charter: A legal instrument, granted by provincial or federal law that is used to incorporate 
an organization. Alternatively, a charter may be a certificate that a national or provincial organization 
issues to grant a group the right to form a local or subordinate organization. This form of charter is not 
an instrument of incorporation.

•	 Constitution: A document defining the primary characteristics of the organization. Currently, the trend is 
to have these rules contained in one document called the bylaws.

•	 Bylaws: A document that defines how an organization functions. It includes all the rules that, due to their 
importance, are more difficult to change. Bylaws are-
	 Adopted by majority vote
	 Amended by two thirds vote with previous notice to the membership
	 Suspended only if they are in the nature of rules of order or if they allow for their own 

suspension.

Structure of Bylaws
Bylaws are divided into the following articles:

1. Name: The assembly’s name, full, exact, and properly punctuated.
2. Object: The assembly’s purpose expressed concisely in a single sentence, with phrases or lettered 

subparagraphs offset by semicolons.
3. Members: Those who have the right to participate fully in the assembly. Subcategories include:

•	 Classes of members (regular, affiliate, honorary, etc.) with rights and limitations defined
•	 Qualifications or eligibility for membership
•	 Required dues and fees, the schedule by which they should be paid, and stipulated about 

when membership will be terminated for nonpayment of dues and fees
•	 Resignations

4. Officers: The structure of the assembly’s officers, including:
•	 Order of rank (usually president, vice president, secretary, treasurer, etc.)
•	 Duties
•	 Method of nominations
•	 Mode of elections
•	 Term of office and when it commences
•	 Term limitations
•	 Method for filing vacancies

5. Meetings:  Specifics about the assembly’s meetings, including:
•	 The day on which to hold regular meetings (but not the time or location)
•	 Designation of an annual meeting
•	 Procedures for calling special meeting and notification requirements

•	 Definition of quorum for all meetings
6. Executive board: Specification of the executive board’s:

•	 Composition
•	 Powers
•	 Regular meetings
•	 Special meetings
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•	 Quorum
7. Committees: Any subordinate groups of the assembly:

•	 Standing committees (those having continuous existence should include:
o Composition
o A defined manner of selection
o Defined duties
o Names, or a provision for establishment of additional standing committees
o Special committees (established as need arises for a specific purpose) must have 

a specified manner of selection
o Ex Officio: a Latin phrase that means “By virtue of office. The president may serve 

ex officio as a member of all committees except the nominating committee.
8. Parliamentary Authority: The assembly’s choice of a parliamentary authority to follow (e.g.: the 

current edition of Robert’s Rules of Order Newly Revised)
9. Amendment: Procedures for amending the bylaws, including:

•	 Requirements for advance notice (time and manner)
•	 Requirement for vote to approve an amendment

Rules of Order
The assembly’s rules of order come from the assembly’s chosen parliamentary authority. Special rules of order 
are any written regulations of parliamentary procedure that supersedes the parliamentary authority. Special rules 
of order are:

•	 Adopted or amended by two thirds vote with previous notice or majority vote of the entire 
membership.

•	 Suspended by two thirds vote, unless protecting a minority of less than one third.
•	 Note: Rules regarding fundamental principles of parliamentary law (e.g.: considering 

one question at a time, protecting absentees) or involving basic tights of membership 
(e.g.: rules regarding quorum) cannot be suspended.

Standing Rules
Standing rules are rules relating to administration rather than to parliamentary procedure (e.g.: a rule requiring 
members to wear badges). Standing rules are:

•	 Adopted by majority vote
•	 Amended either by two thirds vote without previous notice or majority vote with previous 

notice
•	 Suspended by majority vote

Motions
A motion is a member’s formal proposal that the assembly take a certain action. The introduction of a motion may 
be for a substantive purpose, may allow for a member to express a view or may trigger an investigation that will 
later be reported to the assembly.
Categories of Motions

1. Main motions introduce new, substantive business or relate to past or future business of the 
assembly. A main motion is the lowest ranking motion, and a member may make one only when no 
other business is pending.

2. Subsidiary motions assist the assembly in handling a main motion. Motions in this class rank above 
the main motion and lower-ranking subsidiary motions but rank lower than privileged motions. 
Subsidiary motions:

•	 Always apply to another motion while it is pending
•	 May apply to any main motion
•	 Fit into an order of precedence
•	 Are in order from time the chair states a main motion until the vote on that motion

3. Privileged motions do not relate to the pending motion but deal with the special matters of immediate 
and overriding importance. Motions in this class rank above the main motion, subsidiary motions and 
lower-ranking privileged motions.

4. Incidental motions change the procedure for handling a motion but do not change what the assembly 
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is considering.  Incidental motions also relate to pending business or business the assembly will 
conduct in the future. These motions never have all four of the characteristics of subsidiary motions. 
Incidental motions also do not have rank but are incidental to the other motions. They must be 
decided immediately, before proceeding with further business.

5. Motions that bring a question again before the assembly bring back business that has been previously 
decided. Members usually introduce them when no other business is pending.

Standard Descriptive Characters of Motions
Each motion has eight standard descriptive characteristics.  You can remember them by using the mnemonic 
device SAD MR IPA:

•	 Second: Does the motion require that another member second the motion?
•	 Amendable: Is there a variable?
•	 Debatable: Is it possible for the members to debate the merits of the question?
•	 Majority vote: Does the adoption of the motion require a majority vote or a greater percentage?
•	 Reconsiderable: Is it possible to consider the motion again?
•	 Interrupt: May a member interrupt another member to offer the motion?
•	 Precedence: Does the motion fall into an order of precedence or rank? To which motions does it 

yield, and over which motions does it take precedence?
•	 Applicability: To which motions is it applicable, and to which motions may it apply?

Thirteen Ranking Motions
1. Motions are ranked hierarchically. The main motion, subsidiary motions and privileged 

motions fall into the following order of precedence:
Main Motion:

•	 Original main motion: A motion that introduces a substantive question as a new subject.
•	 Incidental main motion: A motion either incidental to or relating t business of the assembly or its 

past or future action (e.g.: to take a recess at a certain time)
•	 Resolution:  A main motion submitted in writing due to its length, complexity, or importance.
•	 Preamble: An optional clause(s), preceding the resolving clause(s), that includes background 

information or reasons to adopt the resolution.  Each clause is indented and begins with 
“Whereas….” And ends with a semicolon.  After the semicolon at the end of the last clause, the 
words “now, therefore, be it “ are added.

•	 Resolving clause (s): The actual proposed motion, preceded by the words “Resolved, That”. If 
more than one resolving clause exists, the word “and” is added before the last resolving clause. 
For example:  
Whereas,…[text of the first preamble clause];
Whereas,…[text of the second preamble clause];
Whereas,…[text of the final preamble clause];  now, therefore, be it
Resolved, That…[text of the first resolving clause];
Resolved, That…[text of the second-to-last resolving clause]; and
Resolved, That…[text of the final resolving clause].

Subsidiary Motions:
2. Postpone indefinitely: A motion to reject a main motion without a direct vote, or kill it in order not to 

consider it at that session.
3. Amend: A motion to alter or modify the wording of a main motion. A primary amendment (amendment of the 

first degree) modifies the motion; a secondary amendment (amendment of the second degree) modifies 
the primary amendment. Members vote on amendments in reverse order (secondary amendments, 
primary amendment, and then the motion). A member can amend a motion in three ways:

a.  Insert or add words or a paragraph: insert words at the beginning or within the motion: add words 
at the end.

b.  Strike out words or a paragraph: Remove words or a paragraph.
c.  Strike out and insert words or substitute a paragraph. Remove certain words and replace them 

with others, or strike out an entire paragraph and substitute a different one in its place.
4. Comment or refer: A motion to send a main motion to a small group (committee) for further study and 
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report.
5. Postpone to a certain time (or definitely): A motion to delay consideration of a main motion until later 

in the dame meeting or until the next regularly scheduled meeting.
6. Limit or extend limits of debate: A motion to change the number of times each member may speak, 

the time consumed by each speech, or the total time for debate. A motion to limit debate applies to all 
motions previously made and that may subsequently be made. A motion to extend limits of debate, 
however, affects only motions that are still pending.

7. Previous question: A motion to close debate, or call for the question, so that the pending motion will 
come to an immediate vote.

8. Lay on the table: A motion to set aside a main motion temporarily to take up a more pressing or 
important issue. Whenever a condition is attached to a lay on the table motion, that motion becomes 
a different type of motion (e.g.: a motion to lay pending motion on the table until the next meeting is 
actually a motion to postpone to a certain time).

Privileged motions
9. Call for the orders of the day: A request by an individual member to follow the adopted agenda.
10. Raise a question of privilege: A motion to interrupt the discussion of business to bring up an urgent 

subject or motion.  For instance, a member may call a problem with comfort level (noise, room 
temperature, etc.) to the attention of the chair. Raising a question of privilege may also give a 
member the ability to make an informed decision (receive handout materials, see a presentation, 
etc.) Also, an assembly may use this motion to consider a confidential subject by members only 
(executive session).

11. Recess: A motion to take a short intermission in the meeting.
12. Adjourn: A motion to close the meeting.
13. Fix the Time to which to Adjourn: A motion to set a time, date, and place to continue the present 

meeting any time before the next regularly scheduled meeting: Set an adjourned meeting.

Incidental Motions
Incidental motions are listed below in the order in which they appear in Robert’s Rules of Order Newly Revised. 
They do not have rank but, when made, take precedence over the pending motion.

•	 Point of Order: A motion that brings any violation of a rule of the assembly to the attention of the 
presiding officer. A member must raise the point of order immediately after the infraction; otherwise, 
the point cannot be raised. The presiding officer must rule that the point of order is either well taken 
or not well taken, or allow the assembly to decide.

•	 Appeal: An appeal from the decision of the chair must be made immediately after the presiding 
officer rules on a point of order. If the appeal is seconded, the assembly takes a vote to decide 
whether it agrees with the ruling. It votes not on the appeal but on the chair’s decision:” Shall the 
decision of the vchair be sustained?” If the assembly decided the point of order, no appeal is allowed.

•	 Suspend the Rules: A motion to temporarily set aside a rule that would prevent the assembly from 
taking up a certain question or action. An assembly may not, however, suspend bylaws, a statutory 
law, or rules of basic parliamentary law (e.g., that only members may vote). Also, the vote required 
to suspend the rules depends on the rule to be suspended.

•	 Objection to the consideration of a question: An objection to any original main motion. A member 
must offer the objection before any discussion has begun or subsidiary motion stated. The chair 
immediately takes the vote by asking, “Shall the question be considered?” Unless two-thirds if the 
assembly vote in the negative, the question is considered.

•	 Division of a question: A vote by the assembly to divide a pending motion into two or more parts 
capable of standing on their own merit (i.e., parts that are not dependent on the adoption of the other 
portion of the motion).

•	 Consideration by paragraph or seriatim: A motion to consider a lengthy motion by paragraph, 
article, or section. The presiding officer opens each part of the paragraph for debate and amendment 
separately, before considering the entire document for adoption.

•	 Division of the assembly: A demand by a member to retake a voice vote or vote by show of hands 
by taking a rising vote. A member can call out the word “Division!” if each side of a voice vote sounds 
the same, or if that member doubts the result of a vote.
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•	 Motion relating to methods of voting and the polls: A request by a member to change the method 
of voting or to close or re-open the polls in an election or ballot vote.

•	 Motion relating to nominations: A motion prescribing the method for making nominations (when 
the bylaws or rules fail to provide one) or dictating when to close or reopen nominations.

•	 Request to be excused from a duty: A request by a member to be relieved of an obligation imposed 
by the bylaws or by duties of an office.

•	 Request or inquiry: A request or inquiry related to pending business or business that a member 
wishes to introduce.

•	 Parliamentary inquiry: A request for the chair’s opinion on a point of parliamentary procedures
•	 Point of information: A request for facts affecting the pending business
•	 Request for permission to withdraw or modify a motion: A request by a member to withdraw his/

her own motion from consideration or to modify it.
•	 Request to read papers: A request by a member to read (or have the secretary read) a paper or 

book as part of debate.
•	 Request for any other privilege:  A request for a privilege not covered by the above requests (e.g., 

a request to make a presentation when no motion is pending).

Bring Back Motions
Motions that bring a question again before the assembly are listed below in the order in which they appear in 
Robert’s Rules of Order Newly Revised. They do not have rank but may be offered and considered when no other 
motion is pending.

•	 Take from the table: A motion to resume consideration of a main motion that was laid on the table 
during that meeting or the previous meeting.

•	 Rescind (repeal or annul): A motion to repeal a previously adopted motion entirely.
•	 Amend something previously adopted: A motion to modify a previously adopted motion entirely.
•	 Discharge a committee: A motion to take a referred question out of a committee’s hands so that 

the assembly can consider it. A standing committee (one that has continuing existence) may be 
discharged from consideration of the question. If a question was referred to a special committee 
(one that ceases to exist after the completion of the task), the committee itself may be discharged.

•	 Reconsider: A motion to reconsider a previously decided motion. A motion to reconsider is subject to 
certain time limitations. During a meeting, a member may make a motion to reconsider a previously 
decided subject, but the motion to reconsider must occur on the same day as the decision. During 
a session, the motion to reconsider must be made on the same (or following) day of that session.
The member offering the motion must have voted on the prevailing side (i.e., voted yeas if it was 
adopted or no if it was defeated).
Making a motion to reconsider takes precedence over all other motions. However, the assembly may 
take up or consider the motion only when the original motion could be considered (according to the 
order of business).

Other Parliamentary Terms Regarding Motions
•	 Renewal: If an assembly does not adopt a motion, any member may introduce the motion at 

subsequent meetings, provided there is either a significant change in the motion’s wording or a 
difference in time or circumstances.

•	 Dilatory: If a motion is absurd or unnecessarily delays (or thwarts) the will of an assembly, a 
chair can rule it dilatory.

•	 Improper: If a motion conflicts with the rules of the assembly, it is out of order. If the assembly 
considers and adopts such a motion, the motion is null and void.

Handling a Motion
To offer a motion, a member must first seek recognition and be assigned the floor by the chair (presiding chair). 
To claim the floor (obtain the right to speak), a member rises at his place (or goes to a microphone in a larger 
meeting), and addresses the chair by title, “Mr. or Madam President.” The chair recognizes the member, usually 
by announcing the member’s name or title. The member then has the floor and can make a motion or speak in 
debate, as appropriate.
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There are six steps in handling a motion:  he first three steps bring the motion before the assembly; the last three 
involve the consideration of the question.

1. A member makes a motion
•	 The member says, “I move that………,””I move to….,” or “resolved, that…..,” and then is seated.
2. Another member seconds the motion.
•	 This member says, “second,” “I second the motion,” “I second it,” or “support”
•	 A member neither has to be recognized nor has to be in agreement with a motion to second it. He or 

she merely agrees that the motion should come before the assembly.
•	 If no member seconds the motion, the chair may ask, “Is there a second?’
•	 If no member offers a second, the chair says, “There is no second, and the motion will not be 

considered.” If for some reason an assembly omits this step and is already debating the issue, 
beginning the vote, or has completed the vote, it is too late to raise a point of order. The fact that 
there was not a second is immaterial and does not affect the vote’s outcome.

3. The chair states the question
•	 When the chair says, ”It is moved and seconded…….(repeats the motion),” the motion is officially 

placed before the assembly. At any time prior to this step, the member who made the motion may 
withdraw or modify it. But after the chair states the question, the motion belongs to the assembly, and 
the maker may withdraw or modify it only with the assembly’s approval.

•	 The chair may also request that a motion be submitted in writing, in order to:
o Perfect the motion’s content and grammar
o Provide the chair with the motion’s exact wording so that it may be stated correctly
o Provide the secretary with the motion’s correct verbiage for inclusion in the minutes.

4. Member debate the motion
•	 The chair initiates the debate by asking, “ Are you ready for the question?” or “Is there any discussion?’
•	 The maker of the motion is entitled to speak first if he or she seeks the floor. Members may speak 

twice to a question, for no more than ten minutes each time. No member may speak a second time 
until all have had an opportunity to make a first speech.

•	 The assembly must confine all debate to the merits of the pending question.
5. The chair puts the question to a vote.
•	 The chair repeats the motion so that members know the question they are being asked to decide: 

“The question is on adoption of the motion (or resolution)…”
•	 If the chair does not repeat the motion exactly as it was made, a member may raise a point of order. 

Otherwise, the verbiage used by the chair in putting the question to a vote is the same as will appear 
in the minutes of the meeting.

•	 Methods for taking a vote
o Voice (Viva voce): The usual method for a vote requiring a majority for approval.
o Show of hands: An alternative to viva voce, often used in small boards or committees
o Rising: The usual method for a vote requiring two thirds for approval

•	 Note: The assembly always takes the negative vote, even if it appears that all members have voted 
in favor of the proposal. The only exceptions to this rule are complimentary or courtesy resolutions 
(unless any member objects, in which case the “no” vote is taken).

6. The chair makes a complete announcement of the result of the vote.
•	 The chair states which side has the most votes and whether the motion is adopted or lost.
•	 After declaring the outcome, the chair makes a statement indicating the effect of the vote.
•	 If appropriate, the chair announces the next item of business.

Rules and Decorum in Debate
Providing that no modifications have been made to the rules of debate listed in Robert’s Rules of Order Newly 
Revised, each member is entitled to speak twice in debate, for no more than ten minutes at a time.

•	 A member must seek the floor and be recognized by the chair in order to speak.
•	 The member that makes the motion is entitled to speak first.
•	 No member is entitled to speak a second time until all other members who wish to speak for the 

first time have the opportunity to do so.
•	 A member may not transfer his or her rights during a debate.
•	 A member may not yield to another member.  The chair assigns who will speak next.
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•	 If a speaker yields for a question, the time is charged to the speaker.
•	 Members must confine remarks to the merits of the pending question.
•	 A members motives must not be attacked.
•	 A member may not speak against his/her own motion, though he/she may vote against it.
•	 All remarks must be addressed to or through the chair.
•	 Members may not speak directly to one another.
•	 The chair should alternate debate between the affirmative and negative positions.
•	 Only the assembly may grant permission to read from books, reports, etc.
•	 A member interrupted by the chair must be seated.
•	 The chair may not participate in debate without relinquishing the chair.
•	 No member may comment adversely on any prior act of the assembly.
•	 The chair may close debate only with the consent of the assembly, which requires a two-thirds 

vote.

Determining Voting Results
The basic requirement for approval of an action in a deliberative assembly is a majority vote, or more than half 
the votes cast.  Unless a specific requirement arises, the vote is always a majority of those present and voting.  
Other voting requirements may be: 

•	 Two-thirds vote: At least twice as many in favor as opposed.
•	 Majority of the entire membership:  More than half of all the members (not just those present at 

the meeting). This requirement is sometimes an alternative to a two thirds vote.
•	 Unanimous consent (general consent): Agreement by the members present without taking 

a vote. The chair asks, “Is there any objection?” If there is no objection, the motion passes 
by unanimous consent. Unanimous consent may be used for a majority or two thirds voting 
requirement.

•	 Three-fourths vote or 90% vote:  An unusually high percentage of the vote required for approval. 
These types of votes are often reserved for special items of business in accordance with the 
bylaws.

•	 Plurality vote: Merely the largest number of votes received, not necessarily a majority. Used 
when members have at least three choices of candidates or proposals.

•	 Tie vote: A lost vote, since neither the affirmative nor the negative received a majority.

Making Nominations
According to Robert’s Rules of Order Newly Revised,, a nomination is a proposal “that______ be elected”.  There 
are a variety of methods for making nominations for elected offices: an organization’s preferred method should 
be listed in the organization’s bylaws.

•	 Note: A second is not required for a nomination.
•	 Methods for making nominations:

o By the Chair: The chair makes the nomination. This method is usually reserved for naming members 
of committees.

o From the floor (open nominations): Any member present at the meeting proposes the name of a 
candidate for nomination.

o By a committee: A nominating committee proposes candidates for election. Such a nominating 
committee must be established in the organization’s bylaws.

o By ballot: An alternative to nominating from the floor; all members present at a meeting may propose 
candidates by writing their names on ballots. All members who are nominated in this manner appear 
in the election ballot.

o By mail: Members nominate candidates for office by mail rather than in person. This method allows 
all the organization’s member to have the ability to nominate, regardless of their presence or absence 
at meetings. The nominating ballot may be secret or signed in accordance with requirements of the 
organization’s bylaws.

o By petition: Members nominate candidates for office by a nominating petition. This method requires 
a certain number of signatures on a petition for the candidate to receive a nomination.
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Methods of Voting
A deliberative assembly has the option of using a variety of voting methods.  All members have the right but not 
the obligation to vote.

•	 Note: Members may change their votes until the point when the chair declares the result.  After 
that, members may change their votes only with permission of the assembly.

•	 Methods of voting:
o Voice (viva voce): The default method for taking a vote in a meeting.
o Show of hands: An alternate to voting by voice.
o Rising: The usual method for taking a vote requiring two-thirds for passage or for verifying a close 

vote by voice.
o Counted rising vote: The usual method for verifying a close two-thirds vote.
o Voting cards: An alternate to voting by voice or rising. Only voting members receive a brightly colored 

voting card, which they raise at the direction of the chair.
o Roll call vote: An effective way to place on the record how each member or delegation votes 

(especially for representative bodies, such as local government boards, which are responsible to 
a constituency). A roll (a list of the member’s names) is called one by one, and the response may 
be “yes” “no” “present” (abstain), or “pass” (delay voting until all others have had the opportunity to 
vote).

o Ballot: A method in which each member marks his or her choice on a slip of paper.  When voting 
by this method, tellers who report to the assembly count the ballots and report to the chair, who 
announces the result of the vote. The tellers’ report should include the following information:
	 Number of votes cast
	 Number of votes necessary for election
	 Number of votes each candidate or proposal received
	 Number of illegal votes (e.g., votes cast for ineligible persons, instances of more votes cast than 

the number to be elected, two or more ballots folded together, etc.
•	 Machine or electronic voting:  An alternative to paper ballots in large organizations.
•	 Alternative methods of voting:  An organization must outline in its bylaws 
•	 Specifically how to vote outside of a meeting. For example, voting by postal mail, electronic mail, 

facsimile (fax) transmission or proxy voting.

Boards
A board is a form of deliberative assembly that has no minimum size (but is usually smaller that an organization’s 
assembly). A board is always subordinate to the organization itself; that is, it receives its power to operate from 
the organization.

Composition and Officers
In accordance with the bylaws, a board may consist of officers, chairmen, and other members and may be called 
an executive boards, board of directors, board of trustees or board of governors.

•	 Ex-officio members: Often, a board includes members who serve ex-officio, or “by virtue of their office.” 
An ex-officio member who is under the authority of the organization has the same privileges as any 
other board member.  Ex-officio members who are not under the authority of the organization have the 
privilege to make motions, speak in debate, and vote but do not have the obligation to participate. In 
other words, the board does not count an ex-officio member in determining the presence of quorum.

•	 Officers of an organization’s board are usually the same as those serving in the organization. A board has 
only those powers assigned it in the organization’s bylaws and conducts its business just like any other 
deliberative assembly. A board usually reports to the membership; an executive committee, composed 
of the elected officers, reports to the board.

Procedure in Small Boards
Small boards (not more than about a dozen members present) conduct business like a committee. Generally, the 
following rules govern meetings of small boards (although a board may decide to deviate from these rules by the 
adoption of special rules of order):

•	 Members may make motions or speak in debate while seated; they do not need to obtain the floor to do 
so.
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•	 Motions do not require a second.
•	 There is no limitation on the number of times a member may speak to a question.
•	 Generally, members may not make motions to limit or close debate.
•	 Members may discuss a subject informally while no motion is pending.
•	 If a proposal is clear to all present, a vote may be taken without having to introduce a motion formally.
•	 The chairman may sit while putting questions to a vote.
•	 The chairman may make motions, speak in debate, and (usually) vote on all questions.

Mass Meetings
A mass meeting is a meeting of an unorganized group. It is open to anyone interested in the meeting’s stated 
purpose or problem.
Organization of a Mass Meeting

•	 The call, or announcement of the meeting, should specify the date, hour, and place of the meeting; its 
purpose; and who is invited to attend.

•	 Before the meeting, the sponsors should agree on:
o Who will call the meeting to order
o Whom they prefer as chairman
o Who will be nominated for secretary
o What rules, if any, will be proposed for adoption
o Who will make the initial talk explaining the purpose of the meeting.

•	 The “members” of a mass meeting consist of all persons invited who attend
•	 Members take a voice vote to elect a chairman and secretary. The secretary then reads the purpose 

contained in the call of the meeting.
•	 A member (the sponsor or a member designated by the sponsors) offers a resolution or a series of 

resolutions to accomplish the purpose.
•	 A motion to adjourn is not in order while business is pending, unless a time for an adjourned meeting 

has been established.

Organization of a Permanent Society
Although the organizers of a permanent society work in a manner similar to the sponsors of a mass meeting, 
the society’s membership should be limited to people who take an interest in the subject of the society. For this 
reason, Robert’s Rules of Order Newly Revised suggests that meetings of permanent societies not be publicly 
announced.

•	 First organizational meetings include:
o Election of temporary officers and introductory talks
o Adoption of a resolution to form a permanent society
o Selection of bylaws by committee members
o Establishment of an adjourned meeting

•	 Second organizational meetings include:
o Reading and approval of minutes
o Consideration and adoption (by majority vote) of proposed bylaws
o Recess to enroll (charter) members
o Reading of the roll and election of permanent officers
o Any other essential business

Conventions
A convention is an assembly of delegates chosen to represent constituent subdivisions for one session. 
Conventions vary in size and duration, often occurring at specific yearly intervals as the bylaws dictate.

Formal Organization of a Convention
Before a convention can start business, three committee reports must be considered and adopted in the following 
order:

•	 Credentials committee: Adoption of this report by majority vote establishes the convention body. Additional 
reports may be given at the beginning of each business meeting or before crucial items of business (e.g., 
election of officers).  A majority vote also adopts these supplementary reports.
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•	 Committee on standing rules: The convention program usually included proposals for rules, including 
parliamentary rules (e.g., a limitation on the length of speeches) and administrative rules (e.g., a 
requirement that convention participants wear badges at all times). A two-thirds vote is required to adopt 
convention standing rules.

•	 If a member requests that a particular rule be voted on separately, members must first vote on the body 
of rules: then they may consider the rule in question.

•	 Parliamentary rules require two-thirds vote for adoption: administrative rules require a majority vote for 
adoption.

•	 Program committee: The convention program (which the assembly adopts by majority vote) outlines the 
order of business and additional activities during the convention.  It might also contain:
o Opening/closing hours of each day’s business meeting
o Reports
o Time for nomination and election of officers
o Report of the convention resolutions committee
o Times for educational workshops, meals, or social events

Resolution Committee
Some conventions may also have a resolution committee, whose purpose is to screen all original main motions. 
This committee receives its power from the convention.

•	 The committee may only have the authority to put resolutions in proper form and logical sequence. 
Alternatively, it may have the authority to alter the substance of resolutions.

•	 The committee usually reports all resolutions referred to it and recommends each for adoption, rejection, 
or amendment. Alternatively, it may make no recommendation at all.

•	 Sometimes the committee is given the power not to report a resolution, thus withholding the resolution 
from the convention’s consideration. If so, the convention should always retain the power to override the 
committee’s determination.

Additional Procedures
Amending Bylaws
Often, an organization may amend its bylaws only at an annual meeting or convention.
Procedure
A motion to amend the bylaws is classified as a motion to amend something previously adopted.  Normally, 
amendments to the bylaws require previous notice and a two-thirds vote

•	 An organization may allow primary and secondary amendments as long as they do not exceed the scope 
of change contained in the previous notice.

•	 An affirmative vote cannot be reconsidered. An amendment to a bylaw takes immediate effect.

Complete Revision of Bylaws
If the assembly proposes extensive changes scattered throughout the bylaws, it may consider a complete revision 
of them. A revision opens the entire document to amendment, so the assembly may make an unlimited number 
of changes. The current version of the bylaws is not pending; if a member wishes to retain an original section, he 
or she must make a separate motion to amend the revision.

Provisos
An assembly may add (to the motion to adopt the amendment) a provision defining when the amendment to a 
bylaw takes effect.  Alternately, a proviso in the form of an incidental motion may be adopted prior to consideration 
of the proposed bylaw amendment.

Disciplinary Proceedings
Although many organizations have a formal code of ethics, even those without a code can expect their members 
to behave properly. Formal disciplinary action should be reserved for serious situations, which may occur either 
during or outside of meetings.

Offenses During Meetings
An organization has the right to determine who may be present at meetings and may also expect a reasonable 
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level of control during meetings. All members present have the duty to obey the legitimate orders of the presiding 
officer, and the assembly has the right to go into executive session (excluding nonmembers from the meeting).

•	 If a member commits only a slight breach of order (e.g., speaking directly to another member 
during debate), the chair may simply rap the gavel, point out the fault, and advise the member 
to avoid the breach in the future.

•	 If a member commits a more serious offense, (e.g., repeatedly questioning the motives of other 
members), the chair should first warn the member. The chair or any other member may also call 
the member to order by raising a point of order.

•	 If the member has been warned repeatedly by the presiding officer yet persists in the offense, 
the chair may name the offender which amounts to preferring charges on the offender. This 
should be used only as a last resort.

•	 If the member obeys, the matter may be dropped.  If the member persists, the chair may ask, 
“What penalty shall be imposed on the member?” As a penalty, the assembly may:

o Require an apology
o Censure the member
o Require that the member leave the meeting room
o Suspend membership
o Expel the member from the organization

Offenses Outside of Meetings
The bylaws may include a provision outlining the penalty for certain behavior outside of meetings (e.g., harming 
the good name of the organization, hampering its work, and so on).

•	 Disciplinary trial: The organization has the right to investigate the character of its members. Any 
accused member has the right to a fair trial; if the bylaws do not include procedures for holding 
a disciplinary trial, the assembly should consult the current edition of Robert’s Rules of Order 
Newly Revised.

•	 Removal from office: Any elected officer may be removed from office for misconduct or neglect 
of duty.

•	 If the bylaws provide that officers serve “for [x] years or until their successors are elected,” the 
assembly may rescind the election and elect a successor for the remainder of the term. The vote 
required would be the same as to rescind.

•	 If the bylaws provide that officers serve only a fixed term or that they serve “for [x] years and until 
their successors are elected,” the officer can be removed only as a result of a disciplinary trial.


