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WHY PARLIAMENTARY LAW AND PROCEDURE? 

Parliamentary law is a system of rules designed to protect the rights of people 

attending and conducting a meeting.  It provides common rules and procedures 

for deliberation and debate in order to place the whole membership on the same 

footing and speaking the same language. The conduct of ALL business is controlled 

by the general will of the whole membership – the right of the deliberate majority to 

decide. Complementary is the right of at least a strong minority to require the 

majority to be deliberative – to act according to its considered judgment AFTER a 

full and fair “working through” of the issues involved. Robert's Rules provides for 

constructive and democratic meetings, to help, not hinder, the business of the 

assembly. Under no circumstances should “undue strictness” be allowed to 

intimidate members or limit full participation. 

 

The fundamental right of deliberative assemblies requires all questions to be 

thoroughly discussed before taking action. The assembly rules – they have the final 

say on everything! 

Silence means consent. 

 

Principles underlying Parliamentary Procedure are constructed upon a careful 

balance of  rights: 

➢  Of the majority 

➢  Of the minority 

➢  Of individual members, 

➢ Of the absentees, and 

➢ All of these groups together. 

 

Parliamentary Procedure enables the membership to: 

➢  Express its will through its membership. 

➢  Empower an effective leadership, and 

➢  Retain direct control of its affairs. 

 

A majority decides the will of the assembly through a deliberative process of full 

and free discussion. 

 

Every member has the same right to make the maximum effort to have her position 

declared the will of the assembly. 
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A deliberative assembly is free to do whatever it must to ensure the basic rights of 

its members. Parliamentary law/procedure is the best method to safeguard the rights 

and responsibilities of everyone in an organization. It allows an assembly to arrive 

at the will of the majority for the greatest number of questions in the shortest amount 

of time. This is accomplished regardless of whether the assembly is in total harmony 

or impassioned division of opinion. 

 

 

Hierarchy of Governance 

➢ Federal Statutes (regulatory guidelines) 

➢ State Laws 

➢ City and Local Statutes 

➢ Bylaws: Defines Association's Business 

➢ Rules of Order (Robert's) Everything else 

➢ Standing Rules: Maintenance rules and operational policies 

➢ Customs 

 

 

RIGHTS AND RESPONSIBILITIES OF MEMBERS 
 

RIGHTS 

Parliamentary law protects the rights of members to be dealt with fairly and equitably. 

This encourages everyone's cooperation and the timely order of business. Rights 

guaranteed to members under parliamentary law are: 

 

➢ Receive notice of meetings 

➢ Attend meetings 

➢ Make motions 

➢ Second motions (when a second is required) 

➢ Debate motions (when debate is allowed) 

➢ Vote on motions (if there is not a conflict of interest) 

➢ Nominate members for office in the association 

➢ Be nominated for office in the association 

➢ Know the meaning of the questions being debated 

➢ Object when the rules are being violated 

➢ Appeal the decision of the chair 

➢ Be free from personal abuse and attack 

➢ Have access to the minutes of all meetings 

➢ Receive the treasurer's and financial secretary's report 

➢ A copy of the association's bylaws 
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RESPONSIBILITIES 

With rights come responsibilities. For an association to function smoothly under 

parliamentary law, members must have specific obligations as well. When all 

members understand their duties as part of a team, business will be accomplished 

with greater ease. The following are the responsibilities of members under 

parliamentary law: 

 

➢ Attend meetings 

➢ Be on time 

➢ Stay until the end of the meeting 

➢ Be prepared to speak knowledgeably and intelligently on a topic 

➢ Be attentive 

➢ Be open-minded 

➢ Be courteous 

➢ Speak openly, but allow others to speak 

➢ Follow the rules of debate 

➢ Make a point concisely 

➢ Insist upon law and order at meetings 

➢ Attack issues, not people 

➢ Work to create dignity and decorum 

➢ Participate actively in meetings 

➢ Work with others in a cooperative manner 

➢ Be familiar with the basic rules of parliamentary procedure 

➢ Obey the rules of the association 

➢ Pay all dues and assessments 

➢ Respect the rights of others 

➢ Abide by the final decision of the majority 

➢ Bring in or recommend new members 

➢ Be familiar with the association's bylaws 

➢ Select well qualified officers 

➢ Participate in committees 

➢ Vary committee work 

➢ Respect the opinions and rulings of the chair 

➢ Promote the association's growth and influence 

➢ Enhance the reputation of the association 
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DEBATE PROTOCOL 

➢ Only one person speaks at a time. 

➢ A speaker must be recognized before speaking. 

➢ All comments are made through the chair. 

➢ Comments are confined to the current issue. 

➢ Discussion should alternate between pro and con. 

➢ No reading of lengthy papers. 

➢ No cross conversations; no interruptions 

➢ No verbal attack of other members 

➢ Call a recess if proper decorum cannot be maintained. 

➢ Debate time is specified by the bylaws or parliamentary authority 

➢ Decisions made without a quorum are null and void. 

➢ The vote required to adopt a motion should always be clear - majority or 2/3. 

➢ All decisions are binding on all members regardless of how a member voted. 

➢ All rules must be respected and obeyed – who can move, debate, vote. 

  

POWER OF THE CHAIR 

The Chairmen/ Presiding Officer has the following authority: 

➢ to decide the order in which speakers will be recognized 

➢ to refuse to recognize members offering dilatory, absurd, or frivolous motions 

➢ to restrain speakers within the limits of the rules 

➢ to enforce good decorum 

➢ to appoint committees 

➢ to decide points of order 

➢ to vote in cases where the vote would make or break a tie 

The chair should avoid influencing a vote by her own comment on a motion. 

 

  



Page 6 

 

 

THE BASICS OF PARLIAMENTARY PROCEDURE 
 

Parliamentary procedure is simple in principle. It is based upon common sense and 

courtesy. It seems technical due to the special vocabulary. If the vocabulary is 

understood, the rules are easy. 

 

BASIC PRINCIPLES OF PARLIAMENTARY PROCEDURE: 

➢ Only one subject at the time may claim the attention of the assembly. 

➢  Every proposition for consideration is entitled to full and free debate. 

➢  Every member has rights that are equal to every other member. 

➢  The will of the majority must be carried out and the rights of the minority 

must be preserved. 

➢ The personality and the desires of each member should be merged into the 

organizational unit. 

 

MOTIONS 

The proper way to propose a certain action by the group is to make a motion. 

 

➢ Main Motions bring questions, or propositions to the assembly for 

consideration. Only one main motion may be considered by the assembly at a 

given time. 

➢ Subsidiary Motions seek the modification or disposition of the main motion 

being considered. They are proposed while the main motion is being 

considered and must be disposed of prior to voting on the main motion. 

➢ Privileged motions have no connection to the main motion before the 

assembly, but they are of such importance as to require immediate 

consideration. The main business of the assembly may be set aside in order to 

address a privileged motion. 

➢ Incidental motions arise “incidentally” out of the business of the assembly, 

and have very common characteristics. (Division of Assembly, Point of Order, 

Appeal, Suspend the Rules) 

 

PROCESS FOR HANDLING A MOTION 

➢ A member rises and addresses the presiding officer. The officer should be 

addressed as Madame President, Madame Governor, or Madame Chairman. 

➢ The member is recognized by the presiding officer. When a member is 

recognized, that member is the only member entitled to present or discuss a 

motion. 
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➢ The member proposes a motion. The motion should begin “I move that” 

followed by a statement of proposal. It is not permissible to discuss the merits 

of the motion prior to or immediately following the formal proposal of the 

motion. 

➢ Another member seconds the motion. The member simply states “I second 

the motion”. If nobody seconds the motion, the presiding officer may ask “Is 

there a second to the motion?” If there is none, she may declare “The motion 

is lost for want of a second.” 

➢ The presiding officer states the motion to the assembly. When a motion has 

been properly proposed and seconded, the presiding officer repeats the motion 

to the assembly. The motion may then be referred to as a “question”, a 

“proposition” or a “measure”. 

➢ The assembly discusses or debates the motion. To speak, a member must 

obtain the floor in the same manner as when presenting a motion. 
 

a. The presiding officer should show preference to the proposer of the 

motion. 

b.  A member who has not spoken takes preference over one who has 

spoken. 

c. The presiding officer should alternate between proponents and 

opponents. 

d. The presiding officer should recognize a member who seldom 

speaks over one who frequently speaks. 

 

DISCUSSION MUST BE CONFINED TO THE QUESTION THAT IS 

“BEFORE THE ASSEMBLY”.     

➢ The presiding officer takes the vote on the motion. Before the vote the chair 

asks “Is there further discussion?” or “Are you ready for the question?”. The 

chair then takes the vote by announcing “All in favor of (STATE MOTION) 

say 'aye' ” The chair the asks “All opposed say 'nay'”. 

➢ The presiding officer announces the results of the vote. The chair 

announces the vote by saying :The motion is carried, therefore (STATE THE 

INTENT OF THE MOTION) or if the vote is in the negative”The motion is 

lost”. 

➢ Another motion is then in order. 
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AMENDING A MOTION 

The purpose of the motion-to-amend is to modify a motion that has already been 

presented in such a manner as to make it amenable to the members of the assembly.  

 

Common methods of amendment are: 

 

➢ By addition or insertion to add something that the motion does not contain. 

➢ By elimination or striking out to subtract something contained in the motion. 

➢ By substitution by replacing something in the motion with something else. 

 

AN AMENDMENT MAY BE HOSTILE, BUT IT MUST BE GERMANE. 

A hostile amendment is opposed to the spirit of the motion to which it is applied. To 

be germane, an amendment must have a direct bearing on the subject of the motion 

to which it is applied. An amendment may nullify the original motion, however, if it 

relates to the same subject matter, it is germane. 

 

TYPES OF AMENDMENTS: 

➢ Amendments of the First Rank – An amendment to the motion. 

➢ Amendment of the Second Rank – An amendment to the amendment that 

modifies and relates directly to the amendment and NOT to the original 

motion. 

 

NO AMENDMENTS BEYOND THE SECOND RANK IS POSSIBLE. 

If it is desired to amend two separate and unrelated parts of a motion, then it must 

be done with two amendments of the first rank. Until an amendment of the second 

rank is voted on, no other amendment of the second rank is in order. Until an 

amendment of the first rank is voted on, another amendment of the first rank cannot 

be proposed. 

 

ORDER OF VOTING ON AMENDMENTS: 

Amendments are voted upon in inverse order of proposal. 

 

➢ Discussion is taken and a vote is taken upon the amendment to the amendment. 

➢ Discussion is called for and a vote is taken upon the amendment to the motion. 

➢ When the vote to the amendment has been taken, discussion of the motion as 

amended is opened and upon completion, a vote is taken upon the motion as 

amended. 
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METHODS OF VOTING 

The method of vote on any motion depends on the situation and the bylaws of policy 

of the organization. There are five methods used to vote by most organizations. 

 

➢ By Voice  -- The chair asks those in favor to say “aye”, those opposed “no”.  

Any member may move for an exact count, 

➢ By Roll Call – Each member answers “yes” or “no” as her name is called. 

This method is used when a record of each person's vote is required. 

➢ By General Consent – When a motion is not likely to be opposed, the Chair 

says “if there is no objection...” The membership shows agreement by their 

silence, however if one member says “I object”, the item must be put to a vote. 

➢ By Division – This is a slight variation of a voice vote. It does not require a 

count unless the chair so desires. Members stand or raise their hands. 

➢ By Ballot – Members write their vote on a slip of paper. This method is used 

when secrecy is desired. 

 

There are two other motions that are commonly used that relate to voting. 

 

➢ Motion to Table – This motion is used often in an attempt to “kill” the motion. 

The option to “take from the table”  for consideration of the membership is 

always present. 

➢ Motion to Postpone Indefinitely – This motion is used as a parliamentary 

strategy and allows opponents of a motion to test their strength without an 

actual vote being taken. 
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GLOSSARY OF PARLIAMENTARY TERMS 

 

➢ Accept a report – Adopt a report, not just receive it 

➢ Adjourn – End a meeting officially 

➢ Agenda – List of items of business to be addressed 

➢ Amend – Change a resolution or motion by adding, striking out, or 

substituting a word or phrase 

➢ Assembly – Organized group meeting to conduct business 

➢ Ballot – Written vote that ensures secrecy 

➢ Bylaws – Rules by which an organization conducts business 

➢ Caucus – Group of members who meet before or during a meeting  to 

decide how they will act in reference to a certain matter 

➢ Chair  – Presiding officer of organization (or meeting) “Addressing the 

Chair” means speaking to the presiding officer.  Being “Recognized by the 

Chair” means being given permission to speak further. 

➢ Commit –  To refer to a committee 

➢ Committee of the Whole –  On a duly made motion, the meeting may 

resolve itself into a “committee of the whole”. The meeting is officially 

discontinued while everyone remains and becomes a member of a large 

special committee, which includes everyone present. A special chairman is 

appointed to preside over the committee. 

➢ Debate – Discuss the merits of a specific question 

➢ Division of Assembly – Those voting stand in separate “for” and “against” 

groups 

➢ Division of Question – To separate a motion into parts to consider 

individually 

➢ Floor – Right of a person to speak and have undivided attention 

➢ Indefinite Postponement – The object is in effect not merely to “postpone” 

but in effect to reject the motion 

➢ Informal Consideration – The meeting lays aside formal rules, and 

allows each committee member to speak on the subject under 

consideration 

➢ Main motion – Method of introducing new business to assembly 

➢ Motion – A formal proposal to a meeting that it take certain action 

➢ Majority – More than half of members voting on a matter 
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➢ Meeting – Assembly of members gathered for a period of  time without 

taking a recess 

➢ Minutes – Record of events of a meeting 

➢ Motion – Proposal for action by the group 

➢ Objection –  Expression of objection to the main motion 

➢ Order of Business – Order in which agenda items are discussed   

➢ Order of the Day – A motion to drop the present discussion, and that the 

chair announce the next matter to be taken up in accordance with the 

assembly's customary business routine (the adopted agenda) 

➢ Parliamentary Inquiry – An investigation to determine the proper course 

of procedure 

➢ Point of information – Request for immediate answer to a question 

concerning the background or content of a motion or resolution 

➢ Point of order – Objection to any proceeding or motion deemed unlawful 

or in violation of the rules 

➢ Point of personal privilege – Request for immediate consideration of a 

matter that affects the comfort, safety or orderliness of a member 

➢ Precedence of motion – Claim of a motion to the “right of way” over 

another motion 

➢ Previous question – Motion requiring the end of debate and asking that a 

vote be taken on the question being discussed 

➢ Question – Proposition or motion that has been placed before the assembly 

for action. To “move the question” or “call for the question” is to demand 

that the chair take a vote on the current motion. 

➢ Quorum – Number of members needed to conduct business 

➢ Recess – Short break in a meeting 

➢ Refer to Committee – Create a committee or instruct an existing 

committee to do research and report its finding back to the group 

➢ Rescind – Motion to nullify a vote taken previously 

➢ Resolution – An act of the assembly that declares facts, expresses opinion, 

but does not command 

➢ Second – Indicate desire to have a matter discussed by the membership 

➢ Session – A meeting, even those that were adjourned 

➢ Substitute –  Replace. One of five forms of amendment 
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➢ Table – Motion to place a main motion and all pending amendments 

aside temporarily with the intention of bringing it back for action at a later 

time 

➢ Two-thirds vote – Twice as many “no” votes as “yes” votes 

➢ Unanimous consent – No one objects to a motion 

➢ Unfinished business – Pending matter from a previous meeting 

➢ Withdraw a motion – Request to take back a motion previously made 
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ORDER OF MOTION PRECEDENCE (PRIORITY)  

The following motions start with the “weakest” (13) to the strongest (1) in the field 

of main and privileged motions: 

 

Rank                    Motion  Second  Amendable  Debatable   Vote           

13  Main Motion - Resolutions     Yes        Yes       Yes Majority 

12  Postpone Indefinitely     Yes        Yes        Yes Majority 

11  Amend     Yes        Yes        Yes Majority 

10  Refer to Committee     Yes        Yes        Yes Majority 

9  Postpone to Definite Time     Yes        Yes        Yes Majority 

8  Limit Debate     Yes        Yes        Yes Majority 

7  Close Debate     Yes        Yes        Yes Majority 

6  Lay on Table     Yes        Yes        Yes Majority 

5  Call for Orders of the Day      No         No         No    ----- 

4  Question of Rights and Privileges      No         No         No   Chair 

3  Recess     Yes        Yes         No Majority 

2  Adjourn     Yes         No         No Majority 

1  To Fix the Time to Adjourn     Yes         No         No Majority 

      

 

 

THE ROLE OF THE PARLIAMENTARIAN 

 

The Parliamentarian is an expert in the rules of order and the proper procedures for 

the conduct of meetings of deliberative assemblies. Parliamentarians assist 

organizations in the drafting and interpretation of bylaws and rules of order, and the 

planning and conduct of meetings. 

 

Drafting and Interpreting Bylaws 

Bylaws define the make-up, governance, rights and responsibilities of a given 

organization and its members. They also define specific rules, which may be unique 

to an organization, which cannot be suspended, but must be adhered to. Bylaws must 

be compliant with the laws governing the organization. 

 

When a parliamentary authority is adopted, such as the current edition of Robert's 

Rules of Order Newly Revised, the parliamentary authority provides clear definition 

of many of the rules of order and procedures which the organization does not try to 

recreate in the bylaws, except for those specific cases where there is a variance or 

when the organization does not want the rule to be subject to suspension. 
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Parliamentarians assist the organization drafting and interpreting bylaws specific to 

the needs of the organization.  Working with the organizations legal counsel, the 

parliamentarian will ensure that the bylaws are legislatively complaint. 

 

Parliamentary Opinions 

Parliamentarians may be asked by organizations, “given our current bylaws and rules 

of order, how do we do this, or, what is the proper procedure to accomplish this 

objective?”  The Parliamentarian will review the organizations governing documents 

and provide an opinion as to how to proceed within the rules. 

 

Meeting and Convention Planning 

Parliamentarians are often called upon to assist organizations in planning meetings. 

In the planning of the meeting, the agenda will specify the proper sequence of events, 

but consideration must be given to such thing as proper protocol, say in the 

presentation or introduction of various attendees, opening ceremonies, seating, etc. 

The parliamentarian is of special use in the preparation of scripts for the chair, 

credentials reports and considerations, election forms and reports, and the processes 

in the consideration of motions and bylaw amendments. 

 

Serving as Parliamentarian at Meetings 

The role of the parliamentarian at a meeting is to be a resource to the chair, to assist 

the chair in the conduct of the meeting. She sits adjacent to the chair and 

unobtrusively gives the chair help, guidance and support during the meeting. The 

chair can and should consult with the parliamentarian when not certain how to rule 

on a question or proceed in the circumstances 

  


