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Purpose of Parliamentary Procedure

Parliamentary procedure, or Robert’s Rules of Order, is a set of rules for conduct at meetings.  It is designed to assure orderly meetings which are democratic and fair.  Parliamentary procedure allows every member the right to speak and to make motions, and it allows the group to follow the will of the majority while still hearing the views of the minority.  Yet the use of Robert’s Rules in itself does not insure that the ideals of free speech and individual rights will be met.  Everyone involved with the meeting must also work to create an atmosphere of trust, mutual respect, and shared purpose.

General Principles
There are some general principles to parliamentary procedure which, if every member were familiar with them, would make the process more effective and the members more amiable.

1.
All members have equal rights, privileges, and obligations; rules must be administered impartially.

2.
Members must not attack or question the motives of other members.  Customarily, all remarks are addressed to the presiding officer.

3.
The minority has rights which must be respected.

4.
The personality and desires of each member should be merged into the larger unit of the organization.

5.
Members may not make a motion or speak in debate until they have been recognized by the chair and thus have obtained the floor.

6.
Only one question can be considered at a time.

7.
Each proposition presented for consideration is entitled to full and free debate.

8.
Logical precedence governs introduction and disposition of motions.

9.
In voting, members have the right to know at all times what motion is before the assembly and what affirmative and negative votes mean.

Motions

The way you propose a course of action for the organization is by “making a motion”.  There are basically four types of motions: main, subsidiary, privileged, and incidental.

Main motion

A main motion formally states and brings business before the meeting.  It can only be made when no other question is on the floor.  An example of a main motion is, “I move that we adopt the following resolution....”

Subsidiary motion

A subsidiary motion changes or affects how the main motion is handled.  It can expedite action upon, delay action upon, or modify the main motion.  You can move to table, to refer to a committee, or more commonly, to amend.

The purpose of the motion to amend is to modify a motion that has already been presented in such a manner that it will be more satisfactory to the members.  You can amend a motion by adding, by striking, or by striking and adding (substituting) specific language in the motion.  The most important principle to understand in connection with any form of the motion to amend is that an amendment “may be hostile, but it must be germane.”  In other words, it may be opposed to the spirit and aim of the original motion, but it absolutely must be relevant to the subject of the motion.  Thus, if the main motion is to disallow pets in the co-op, an amendment may be proposed to allow cold-blooded animals only.

There are two types of amendments which one can make.  An amendment of the first rank is an amendment to a motion, such as the one described above.  An amendment of the second rank is an amendment to the amendment.  (In a way, you can think of amendments are “cousins” to a motion.)  The amendment to the amendment must modify and relate directly to the amendment and not to the main motion; otherwise, it is out of order.  It is never in order to propose more than one amendment of each rank at one time.  If one desires to amend two separate and unrelated parts of a motion, this must be done by two amendments of the first rank, and one must be voted upon before the other is proposed.  It is possible, however, to have a motion, one amendment to the motion (amendment of the first rank), and one amendment to the amendment (amendment of the second rank) before the assembly at once.  Until the amendment of the second rank has been voted upon, no other amendment of the second rank is in order.  Until the amendment of the first rank has been voted upon, no other amendment of the first rank can be proposed.

Privileged motion

A privileged motion does not relate to the pending question but has to do with matters of such urgency or importance that, without debate, it is allowed to interrupt the consideration of anything else.  The four privileged motions in order of precedence are: a) to adjourn, b) to recess, c) to raise a question of privilege, or d) to call for the orders of the day.

Incidental motion

An incidental motion deals with questions of procedure that arise out of other motions.  It must be considered before the other motion.  Examples of incidental motions are points of information, points of order, or division of a question.

Precedence of Motions

Since only one question may be considered at a time, the sequence in which motions may be taken up is fixed by parliamentary law.

Privileged and subsidiary motions have the highest status and are arranged in an explicit order or precedence.  Privileged motions come first in the order, as ranked above, and subsidiary motions come next with the following ranking: a) lay on the table, b) previous question, c) limit or extend debate, d) postpone to a certain time, e) refer to a committee, f) amend, and g) postpone indefinitely.

The main motion is the basic motion and all other legitimate motions are taken up and acted upon before the main motion is finally decided.  Any privileged motions introduced are of such urgency or importance that they must be promptly acted upon.  Subsidiary and incidental motions which are introduced must be given priority so that the action finally taken on the main motion will accurately reflect the will of the assembly.

Motions that bring a question again before the assembly are similar in status to main motions in that they can be considered only when no other business is pending.

Incidental motions are not ranked in the formal order of precedence.  Since they arise out of — are “incidental” to — some other pending question, the incidental motions are decided as they arise.  An incidental motion would be out of order, however, if it were not legitimately related to the business at hand.

How to Present a Motion

The first step to making a motion is obtaining the floor.  This can usually be done by either getting on a speakers’ list and waiting for your turn, or by waiting until the last speaker is finished, rising, and addressing the chairman, depending upon whichever procedure your chairperson may choose.  When the chair recognizes you, you can then make your motion.  You should try to speak clearly and concisely and state your motion affirmatively.  Another member must then second your motion or else your motion is most.  The chairperson should state your motion to the assembly, at which point it becomes “assembly property” and is open to debate or amending.  Discussion must be confined to the question that is “before the house”.  If an amendment is proposed, debate on the main motion must stop, as the amendment becomes the question on the floor.  After discussion is held and a vote taken, discussion on the original motion (as amended, if the motion to amend passed) is re-opened.  When there is no more discussion, or when the  motion is moved, the chairperson takes a vote on the motion.  The vote is taken, the chairperson announces the result, and the floor is open again for another motion.

Other rules of debate include:

1.
Each recognized member may speak as long as s/he desires and as long as s/he conforms to the rules of debate.

2.
Member’s remarks must pertain to the question being debated.  If the member wanders off the subject, the chair must request remarks be confined to the pending question.

3.
Member’s remarks must be impersonal.  The motion being considered, not the member proposing it, is the subject for debate.

4.
Member’s remarks must be orderly and courteous.  Rude language is sufficient cause for the chair to refuse the offending member the right to speak.

5.
The chair must assure that the member speaking is heard by insisting members listen and not permit irrelevant discussion.

6.
Some of the problems frequently encountered due to members’ inadequate understanding of parliamentary procedure and to individual competition are:

7.
Individual speaks for her/himself out of her/his own insights regardless of the insights of others.

8.
There is an extreme ego-attachment to one’s own ideas; the tendency is to argue in defense of one’s ideas and not to listen to another’s response before pressing the same point.

9.
There is an attitude of having to convince or win over people to one’s own ideas, resulting in long speeches, repetition, and not listening to other ideas and perspectives.

10.
Priority is given to reaching a decision within a given period of time; the pace is often set by the most aggressive people.

11.
Under pressure of time constraints, pressure of people attempting to sell their ideas, and the pressure of having to reach some decision, people are forced to submit to agreement or to take what they see as being the winning side in an argument.  This could very well lead to the wrong decision because 1) the issue is not well-understood or 2) the expression of the creative faculties of all individuals is precluded.

12.
Due to excessive ego-involvement and subjectivity, decisions are many times based on emotional reaction or defensiveness rather than on sound perceptions and clear rational thinking.

How to Vote on a Motion

The method of voting depends on the situation and on the laws of your organization.  If a majority vote is required, the chairperson may take a voice vote.  The affirmative vote is called first, with those voting in favor saying “aye” or “yes”.  All those opposed are then asked to say “nay” or “no”.  The chair decides the outcome of the voice vote and announces the result.

1.
If the voice vote is uncertain, the chair may call for a show of hands or for a rising vote.  This vote does not require a count, although members may move for an exact count.  Whenever votes are counted, the chair should announce the number of votes, with the affirmative vote coming first in taking the vote and announcing results.

2.
When a record of each person’s vote is needed, voting may be conducted by roll call.  Each member answers “yes” or “no” as her or his name is called, and the votes are recorded.

3.
If secrecy is desired or required, voting may be done by ballot.  Members write their votes on a slip of paper, and the results are tallied and announced.

4.
When voting on amendments, an inverse order is applied.  In other words, the one of second rank is voted on first, followed by discussion on the amendment of first rank.  Voting on the amendment of first rank follows.  When the vote has been taken, discussion reverts to the main motion.

Drawbacks of Parliamentary Procedure

A review of group procedures in a wide variety of community groups has revealed the following kinds of problems various groups encounter in trying to use parliamentary procedure:

1.
The unbending adherence to the rules has made group process excessively arbitrary and monotonous.  This approach tends to keep groups from developing their own sets of rules which would be more appropriate to their needs.

2.
Strict adherence to the rules has injected an icy formality into discussion which has hampered the development of a warm, friendly atmosphere.  As a result, the free and easy exchange of ideas and feelings is hampered, and group productivity is stifled.

3.
The rule that discussion must take place only after a motion is a major stumbling block.  There are several reasons for this difficulty.


a)
A motion is a proposed course of action, a solution to a problem, or a decision.  By making a motion first, we are proposing a solution before we know the dimensions of the issue or problem, what the facts are concerning the problem, and what the possible alternatives are.  This approach tends to focus the discussion on the motion rather than the problem and on a single alternative rather than an exploration of the various alternatives that might be more appropriate.


b)
This approach tends to lead the group into viewing the problem only in terms of the early discussion and thinking of the group rather than a  more adequate exploration of the problem or issue under consideration.


c)
Frequently, as a result of early, uninformed discussion, members of the group commit themselves to a particular solution or course of action before they know the alternatives.  Once a stand has been taken, members often find it difficult to back down and, therefore, they begin to rationalize their commitments.  This procedure promotes “either-or” thinking, that is, arguments “for” or “against” this particular motion, which works against the development of consensus among the members of the group.  In turn, there is a tendency for the group to split into factions of those favoring and those opposing the motion.  Furthermore, the person who makes the motion may get his feelings hurt if further discussion indicates the motion is not an adequate solution to the problem, or if other members attempt to amend it or dispose of it in some arbitrary way as further discussion sheds new light on the situation.

4.
Voting is another major stumbling block.  The rules imply, and many people believe, that voting is the only way to make a group decision or arrive at consensus.  For many groups, formulating a statement of general agreement or consensus is preferable.  This does not mean that there are no occasions when we should vote on an issue.

In summary, the basic weakness in parliamentary procedure is that often we get the “cart before the horse”; that is, we propose a solution or a decision before all of the facts and alternatives are known.  This approach over-emphasizes things that come out in the beginning of a discussion.  Based on insufficient data, many original motions are inadequate.  Therefore, the only way to take into account the insights brought out by further discussion is through a complicated amendment process.  This is where most groups get into trouble.

� From A New Look at: Parliamentary Procedure by Sheldon G.  Lowry and John S. Holik.  North Central Regional Extension Publication No. 48, July 1976.
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