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Two Essentials 
for Successful Council Meetings

Ann G. Macfarlane, PRP
Jurassic Parliament

AWC Conference

Spokane, Washington

June 21, 2023

Topics we will cover:

I. Introduction

II. Willing to do WHAT?

III. Eleven duties

IV. Authority of chair

V. Agreement of majority

VI. How to control?

VII. Conclusion
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I. Introduction
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Why are we here?

To invigorate you to run effective 
meetings and serve your community

4

3

4



3

After taking this workshop, 
you will be able to

1. Apply the most important principle for 
effective meetings.

2. Describe seven personal qualities the chair 
must have to succeed

3. List six techniques to guide and control your 
meeting.

5

Disclaimer

The material contained in this 
presentation is based upon the 

principles and practices of parliamentary 
procedure. I am not an attorney and 

nothing in this presentation constitutes 
legal advice.
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Vic Meyers
His interest in music led him to become a 
nationally recognized leader of his own 
orchestra. In 1930, he ran unsuccessfully for 
Mayor of Seattle. In 1932, he was elected 
Lieutenant Governor, serving five terms and 
was defeated in the General Election of 1952. 
Elected Secretary of State in 1956 and served 
two terms.
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Two things are essential

• Ability of the chair

• Agreement of the majority of 
the members of your group to 
follow democratic principles

9

Ability of the chair

• Personal qualities

• Skills
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II. Willing to do WHAT?

11

• Be assertive enough to enforce the 
rules, while staying emotionally 
connected to the rest of the council, 
and to the assembly who might be 
present, when necessary.

12

11

12



7

• Put aside your own ego and be a 
servant to the group.
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• Put aside your own interests, and 
never use your position, title, and 
perceived power to try to achieve a 
personal agenda.
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• Be the most observant of the rules, 
and the most consistent in how you 
apply and view the parliamentary 
process.
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• Ensure full participation by everyone, 
so that quiet members are heard 
during the meeting.
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• At times, be able to help educate the 
rest of the body patiently on 
parliamentary matters.
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• Understand that the chair’s authority 
is over how the rules of authority are 
exercised and interpreted, and the 
conduct of the meeting, not over the 
decisions that are made.
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• Know how to process Point of Order 
and Appeal, which ensure that the 
chair cannot become an actual 
dictator.

19

• Be willing to step down if the body 
legitimately votes to remove you for 
whatever reason they are authorized 
to, using whatever official process is 
in place.
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Shared leadership
• Everybody on the council is responsible for the 

conduct of the meetings.

• It can’t be the chair alone. The Vice-Chair and others 
must be ready to step up if needed.

• Share knowledge, share resources, offer a 5-minute 
lesson at each meeting, make sure everyone has 
reference material, enroll in training…many methods 
to achieve this!

21

III. Eleven duties

Robert’s Rules of Order Newly Revised, 12th edition, 
Section 47:7
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1. Open meeting

• To open the meeting at the appointed time by 
taking the chair (sitting in the seat reserved 
for the presiding officer), after finding that a 
quorum is present, and calling the meeting to 
order.

23

Quorum
• The “quorum” is the minimum number of voting 

members who must be present for business to be 
done.

• For city councils, it is usually a majority (more than 
half) of the “fixed positions” on the council – the 
total number of slots.

• “Quorum” is different from “votes cast.”

• If you lose your quorum, you can’t do business.
24
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Serial meeting

• Local government bodies must not create a “walking 
quorum” or a “serial meeting.”

• When members of the body talk or email with each 
other outside of meetings, such that a quorum is 
discussing the body’s business, the Open Public 
Meetings Act has been violated.

• You can talk to other people, as long as the number 
is less than a quorum.

25

2. Announce next activity
• To announce in proper sequence the next 

activity before the group in accordance with 
the prescribed order of business.
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Fundamental guideline

One thing at a time.

27

3. Recognize members

• To recognize group members who are entitled 
to the floor (who have the exclusive right to 
be heard at that time).
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Principle of Equality

All members have equal rights, 
privileges and obligations.
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Key Point

Discussion in council and
committee meetings is 

NOT A CONVERSATION. 
It has its own rules.

30

29

30



16

Fundamental guideline

• All members have equal rights, privileges 
and obligations.

• To ensure this, no one may speak a 
second time until everyone who wishes 
to do so has spoken once.

31

Fundamental guideline

No one may speak a second 
time until everyone who wishes 

to do so has spoken once.
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No cross talk 
between council 

members

33

Why don’t we follow this rule?

• councils tend to discuss their affairs in conversational 
mode.

• In conversations, dominant people tend to dominate,

• And agreeable people tend to let them.

• Must have a structure to make sure that everyone 
has an equal chance to speak.

• This is both fair and efficient.
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Equity and inclusion

• This rule is also the best way to ensure that 
each person has an equal voice.

• The system is formal but inclusive.

• It will make for robust discussion and advance 
your equity goals. 

35

• Note that this guideline pertains to discussion 
on the substantive issues.

• The chair will speak more than others on 
procedural matters, because they have the 
role of facilitating the discussion during the 
meeting.
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4. State questions and put to vote

• To state and put to vote all questions that 
legitimately come before the group as 
motions or that otherwise arise in the course 
of proceedings, and to announce the result of 
each vote; or, if a motion that is not in order is 
made, to rule it out of order.
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5. Refuse to recognize dilatory 
motions

• To protect the group from obviously dilatory 
(time-wasting or obstructive) motions by 
refusing to recognize them.

39

6. Enforce order and decorum
• To enforce the rules relating to debate and 

those relating to order and decorum within 
the group.
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Personal remarks
The measure, not the member, is 

the subject of debate…The moment the chair hears such 
words as “fraud,” “liar,” or “lie” used about a member in 

debate, he must act immediately and decisively to 
correct the matter and prevent its repetition.

Robert’s Rules of Order Newly Revised, 12th edition, Section 43:21 
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Fundamental guideline

Courtesy and respect are required.
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Note that this is proprietary information. Do not duplicate.
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7. Expedite business
• To expedite business in every way compatible 

with the rights of group members and the 
group rules.
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8. Decide all questions of order
• To decide all questions of order subject to 

appeal—unless, when in doubt, the chair 
prefers initially to submit such a question to 
the group for decision.
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9. Respond to inquiries
• To respond to inquiries of group members 

relating to parliamentary procedure or factual 
information bearing on the business of the 
group.
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10. Authenticate documents
• To authenticate by signature, when necessary, 

all acts, orders and proceedings of the group.
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11. Close the meeting
• To declare the meeting adjourned when the 

group so votes or—where applicable—at the 
time prescribed in the agenda, or at any time 
in the event of a sudden emergency affecting 
the safety of those present.
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EXERCISE

Script reading
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IV. Authority of chair

57

Small board rules

• Robert has different rules for small boards (up to 
about 12 people).

• In a small board, chair may make motions, second 
them, discuss, and vote, unless law, regulations or 
bylaws say otherwise.

• We recommend chair exercise restraint by speaking 
and voting last, and refrain from making motions 
(this is a Jurassic Parliament suggestion).
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The president…should, of all the members, 
have the least to say upon the substance 

of pending questions.
Robert’s Rules of Order Newly Revised, 12th ed., Section 47:19
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• Your rules have higher authority than 
Robert’s Rules of Order
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Accountability Hierarchy
BOSS
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Accountability Hierarchy
BOSS

63

Voluntary Association

LEADER
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Key Point

During meetings, 
the chair controls the process 

so the group can make the decisions.

65

Fundamental guideline

During meetings, 
the chair is the servant of the group, 
and the group is the final authority.
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You have both types of structure

• The council forms a voluntary association.

• The strong mayor or city manager and 
staff form an accountability hierarchy.
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Three things you must have:

1. Knowledge of how this system works

2. A majority on your council in favor of 
civility and this system.

3. The personal moxie, chutzpah, energy 
and drive to put it all into practice. 

68

67

68



35

Chair must control who speaks when

• The chair serves as a BENEVOLENT 
DICTATOR, enforcing the rules the group 
has chosen.

• Individual members must SEEK 
RECOGNITION before speaking.

69

Chair controls who speaks when
• If someone speaks up without being 

recognized, STOP THEM.

• If someone speaks out of turn, 
INTERRUPT THEM.

• If someone makes insulting remarks, 
CUT THEM OFF.
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Duty to obey the chair

• Members have a duty to obey the chair’s 
directions.

• If they disagree, they can’t argue back.

• What can they do?

• They can raise a Point of Order or Appeal.

71
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1. Member: Point of Order!

2. Chair: State your point.

3. Member: That comment breaks our rules of 
decorum. 

4. Chair: The point is well taken. Members will refrain 
from using improper language.

Process Point of Order

73

• A motion claiming that a procedural 
mistake has been made.

• According to Robert, can be made only 
by a member of the body.

• We recommend that key staff be 
authorized to do this also.

Point of Order
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• You can make this at any time, except 
during voting.

• Do not have to be recognized.

• May interrupt a speaker if necessary.

• Must be timely – made at the time of the 
offense.

Point of Order
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Appeal

The most important motion in all of 
Robert’s Rules –

and the least known!

77

• The CHAIR enforces order and decorum.

• The GROUP is the final authority.

• Any TWO MEMBERS can appeal a ruling of the chair 
(one member appeals and one seconds the appeal).

• EXCEPTION: If the ruling is a matter on which there 
cannot be two reasonable interpretations, the ruling 
cannot be appealed.

Chair’s rulings can be appealed

78
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Appealing a ruling of the chair
• Member A: Chair, Point of Order.

• Chair: State your point.

• Member A: My esteemed colleague has used the 
term “cream-faced loon” in referring to the 
Secretary. According to Robert’s Rules, insults are 
not allowed in debate.

• Chair: The point is well taken. Members will 
refrain from using improper language.

79

• Member B: Chair, I appeal the Point of Order on 
the grounds that “cream-faced loon” is a literary 
reference and not an insult.

• Member C: Second!

• Chair: Very well, since the ruling of the chair has 
been appealed, the group will decide. Note that 
appeals pertaining to proper use of language and 
decorum may not be debated.

80
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• Chair: All those who believe that “cream-faced 
loon” is an insult, say “aye.”

• Members who agree:  Aye!

• Chair: All those who believe that this phrase is not 
an insult, say “no.”

• Members who believe it is not an insult:  No!

81

• Chair: The ayes have it, the ruling of the chair is 
sustained, and members may not use this term, 
OR The noes have it, the ruling of the chair is not 
sustained, and members may use this term.

• Clerk, please record this outcome in the minutes.

Note that the vote was on WHETHER THE RULING 
OF THE CHAIR SHOULD BE SUSTAINED.
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V. Agreement of the majority
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You must be prepared

• to speak about our democratic tradition

• to appeal to members’ better nature

• to remind members of their legal and 
moral duties

85

An organization or assembly has 
the right to requires that its members 

refrain from conduct injurious 
to the organization or its purposes.

Robert’s Rules of Order Newly Revised, 12th edition, Section 61:1
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• The widely understood common law 
duties of loyalty and obedience, 
whereby a member of an organization 
must adhere to its decisions, even if 
they disagree, because of the 
principle of majority rule.
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What is each person’s 
individual authority?
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.

89

ZERO
Nothing

Nada
Zip
0

90
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All members of a governing board share 
in a joint and collective authority which 

exists and can be exercised only 
when the group is in session.

The Standard Code of Parliamentary Procedure
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What is your individual power?

• When people get elected to public office or 
appointed to a citizen committee, often they are 
surprised at how little power they have.

• An individual member may not have a staff member 
fired, direct staff, oversee employee work product, or 
interfere in administration.

• Know the limits of your role! You are a policy maker, 
not a mover-and-shaker. 
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• LEGISLATION is the prerogative of the 
council. City manager or strong mayor 
supports council, but does not decide.

• ADMINISTRATION is the prerogative of 
the city manager or strong mayor. 
Council may not interfere.
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It’s OK to disagree

• The fact that people have different opinions is a 
strength. It’s a good thing!

• BUT we tend to identify with our own position. 

• When we are defeated, we sometimes take it 
personally. 

• This is a mistake.
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At the end of the day, the body 
must unite behind its decision.

• It is a basic democratic principle that the decision of 
the majority, voting at a properly called meeting, is 
the decision of the body as a whole. 

• The minority must make it their decision as well. 
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Democracy is the worst system of 
government in all the world, 

with the exception of those others 
that have been tried from time to time.

Winston Churchill
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Bottom line

• In a democracy, HOW we decide things is 
more important than WHAT we decide.

• Courtesy and respect, no surprises, no 
unilateral action, no end-runs…these are 
essential for the system to work.
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Members have a duty

• When serving on a public body, members 
have a duty to uphold the decision of 
that body, even if they disagree with it.
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Disagreement

• Members may express their 
disagreement in public, but may not 
attempt to UNDERMINE the decision.

• They are free to try to persuade their 
colleagues, during the meeting, to 
change the decision (within limits).
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WHY?

The essential principle 
of majority rule.
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The willingness to engage in honest 
debate and lose on issues you care 

deeply about reaffirms your 
commitment to common citizenship.

Cornell Clayton, Washington State University
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What is the alternative?

The ballot box is sacred 
because the alternative is blood.

Elias Canetti
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• Democracy is fragile and depends on 
mutual acceptance and understanding.

• It can only work if everyone agrees to 
follow its principles and process.

• Everyone must know and understand the 
rules, because…
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YOU are IT!
• There are no parliamentary police.

• You are your own authority.
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Enforcement

• We don’t like the idea that guidelines must be 
enforced.

• However, all human organizations, even benign 
institutions like hospitals, schools and retirement 
communities, ultimately depend on power 
enforcement for their success.
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Sanctions should be rare

• The power of the group extends to the power to 
sanction.

• If Robert’s Rules is your authority, you have this 
power already.

• It is best if council rules of procedure include specific 
steps to be taken when the guidelines are broken.

• Sanctions should be RARE.
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TABLE DISCUSSION

Please share two items that you 
have found helpful from this 

presentation so far.
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VI. HOW to control?

111

Don’t be intimidated by anger

• Evolutionary psychologists tell us that 
anger evolved “in the service of 
bargaining, to resolve conflicts of interest 
in favor of the angry individual.”

Leonard Mlodinow, Emotion: How Feelings Shape Our Thinking
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Guide your members 
by stating the obvious

• You as chair know more about the process 
than anybody else.

• You must repeat yourself, and state the 
obvious, to help bring everyone along.
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“Generous authority”
Priya Parker

• It’s important to be business-like and 
focused.

• Keep things moving.

• At the same time, show humanity and 
humor when appropriate.
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Strength vs. warmth
John Neffinger and Matthew Kohut

Compelling People: 
The Hidden Qualities that 

Make Us Influential
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Keep things moving! 
Be brisk! Speak crisply!

• Well, I guess the agenda is adopted…

• I’ll kind of get a thumbs up from the board 
next week…

119

Firm but not harsh.
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Don’t get into arguments!

• If you are a member, you may not argue with 
the chair.

• If you are the chair, don’t argue with a difficult 
member.

• Simply state your ruling, and then say

Does the member wish to appeal this ruling?

122
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When in doubt, ask the group!

• Chair can always ask the group to decide a 
question.

123

• Chair: The chair is uncertain about the word 
“malarkey.” The chair will ask the council to 
decide this matter. All those who believe that 
the word “malarkey” is insulting, please say 
“aye.”

• Council members in favor: Aye.
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• Chair: All those who believe the word 
“malarkey” is not insulting, please say “no.”

• Council members opposed: No.

• Chair: The ayes have it and the word 
“malarkey” may not be used, OR the noes 
have it and the word “malarkey” is acceptable.

125

Two different ways 
the group decides

• Chair turns to the group immediately to 
decide a question.

• A member appeals the chair’s decision, or 
their ruling on a Point of Order. If another 
member seconds, the group decides.
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WHY do we need rules?

Win/lose is the only game most of us 
understand. We have a constant unspoken 
need for domination and actually find no 

enjoyment in win/win situations.
Richard Rohr, Franciscan author
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Emotion

Emotion is the artesian spring
of our being.

It is far more important 
than procedure.
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I think, therefore I am.
Rene Descartes, French philosopher
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I feel, therefore I am.
Dacher Keltner, American psychologist
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Real knowledge of yourself

is essential 
to achieving the goal 
of better meetings.
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You must absorb the pain

of bad meetings, difficult members, 
community upset, an angry 
public—and not pass it on.
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VII. Conclusion

137

Keep in touch!
• You are invited to subscribe to our monthly 

enewsletter.

• Subscribe to the blog on our website for 
insight, tips and inspiration, including our 
advice column, “Dear Dinosaur.”

www.jurassicparliament.com

ann@jurassicparliament.com

206-542-8422
138
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Why are we here?

To invigorate you to run effective 
meetings and serve your community
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After taking this workshop, 
you will be able to

1. Apply the most important principle for 
effective meetings.

2. Describe seven personal qualities the chair 
must have to succeed

3. List six techniques to guide and control your 
meeting.

143

Four fundamental guidelines

1. The chair is the servant of the group, and the group 
is the final authority.

2. All members have equal rights, privileges and 
obligations. To ensure this, no one may speak a 
second time until everyone who wishes to do so has 
spoken once.

3. Courtesy and respect are required.

4. One thing at a time.
144
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Personal qualities
• Be comfortable with the role of taking charge.

• Have the will and strength to control the PROCESS.

• Don’t try to control the OUTCOME.

• Be firm but not harsh.

• Tune in to your own emotions and those of others.

• Have the warmth to connect with people.

• Don’t take failure personally.
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Techniques

• Keep control of discussion as “benevolent dictator.”

• Insist that members seek recognition.

• Ensure each person has an equal chance to speak.

• Cut people off when necessary.

• Respond correctly to Point of Order and Appeal.

• Don’t speak too much.
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Bottom line

1. Keep emotionally connected to 
members.

2. Control the meeting.

3. Serve the group, not your own ego.
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Personal relationships

When I speak of leadership, I am describing what Elliot 
Jaques and Steve Clement call “that process in which 
one person sets the purpose or direction for one or 

more others and gets them to move along with him or 
her and with each other in that direction with 

competence and full commitment.”

Jerry Harvey
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Emotion is critical

This definition of leadership requires that you, the leader, 
be emotionally bonded, attached, connected or linked with 

those whom you lead. It also requires that those whom 
you lead be emotionally bonded, attached, connected, or 
linked with you and with one another. That’s what shared 

purpose and commitment are all about.

Jerry Harvey
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The best leader

151

The best leader is one whose existence is barely known.
Next best is one who is loved and praised.
Next is one who is feared.
Worst of all is a leader who is despised.
If you fail to trust people, they won’t turn out to be trustworthy.
Therefore, guide others by quietly relying on Tao.
Then, when the work is done, the people can say,
“We did this ourselves.”

From the Tao te Ching of Lao Tzu, translated by Brian Browne Walker
New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1995

Disclaimer: Nothing in this presentation constitutes business or legal advice.

© Jurassic Parliament 2023. All rights reserved.

PO Box 77553, Seattle, WA 98177

Tel: 206-542-8422

Email: ann@jurassicparliament.com Web: www.jurassicparliament.com

152

151

152

mailto:info@jurassicparliament.com
http://www.jurassicparliament.com/

	Slide 1:  Two Essentials  for Successful Council Meetings Ann G. Macfarlane, PRP Jurassic Parliament
	Slide 2: Topics we will cover:
	Slide 3: I. Introduction
	Slide 4: Why are we here?
	Slide 5: After taking this workshop,  you will be able to
	Slide 6: Disclaimer
	Slide 7
	Slide 8: Vic Meyers
	Slide 9: Two things are essential
	Slide 10: Ability of the chair
	Slide 11: II. Willing to do WHAT?
	Slide 12
	Slide 13
	Slide 14
	Slide 15
	Slide 16
	Slide 17
	Slide 18
	Slide 19
	Slide 20
	Slide 21: Shared leadership
	Slide 22: III. Eleven duties
	Slide 23: 1. Open meeting
	Slide 24: Quorum
	Slide 25: Serial meeting
	Slide 26: 2. Announce next activity
	Slide 27: Fundamental guideline
	Slide 28: 3. Recognize members
	Slide 29: Principle of Equality
	Slide 30: Key Point
	Slide 31: Fundamental guideline 
	Slide 32: Fundamental guideline 
	Slide 33:  
	Slide 34: Why don’t we follow this rule?
	Slide 35: Equity and inclusion
	Slide 36
	Slide 37: 4. State questions and put to vote
	Slide 38
	Slide 39: 5. Refuse to recognize dilatory motions
	Slide 40: 6. Enforce order and decorum
	Slide 41
	Slide 42: Personal remarks
	Slide 43: Fundamental guideline
	Slide 44
	Slide 45
	Slide 46
	Slide 47: 7. Expedite business
	Slide 48
	Slide 49: 8. Decide all questions of order
	Slide 50: 9. Respond to inquiries
	Slide 51: 10. Authenticate documents
	Slide 52: 11. Close the meeting
	Slide 53
	Slide 54
	Slide 55
	Slide 56: EXERCISE
	Slide 57: IV. Authority of chair
	Slide 58: Small board rules 
	Slide 59
	Slide 60
	Slide 61
	Slide 62
	Slide 63
	Slide 64: Voluntary Association
	Slide 65: Key Point
	Slide 66: Fundamental guideline
	Slide 67: You have both types of structure
	Slide 68: Three things you must have:
	Slide 69: Chair must control who speaks when
	Slide 70: Chair controls who speaks when
	Slide 71: Duty to obey the chair
	Slide 72
	Slide 73: Process Point of Order
	Slide 74: Point of Order
	Slide 75: Point of Order
	Slide 76
	Slide 77: Appeal
	Slide 78: Chair’s rulings can be appealed
	Slide 79: Appealing a ruling of the chair
	Slide 80
	Slide 81
	Slide 82
	Slide 83
	Slide 84: V. Agreement of the majority
	Slide 85: You must be prepared
	Slide 86
	Slide 87
	Slide 88: What is each person’s  individual authority?
	Slide 89
	Slide 90: ZERO Nothing Nada Zip 0
	Slide 91
	Slide 92: What is your individual power?
	Slide 93
	Slide 94: It’s OK to disagree
	Slide 95: At the end of the day, the body  must unite behind its decision.
	Slide 96
	Slide 97
	Slide 98: Bottom line
	Slide 99: Members have a duty
	Slide 100: Disagreement
	Slide 101: WHY?
	Slide 102
	Slide 103
	Slide 104: What is the alternative?
	Slide 105
	Slide 106: YOU are IT!
	Slide 107: Enforcement
	Slide 108: Sanctions should be rare
	Slide 109
	Slide 110: TABLE DISCUSSION
	Slide 111: VI. HOW to control?
	Slide 112: Don’t be intimidated by anger
	Slide 113
	Slide 114: Guide your members  by stating the obvious
	Slide 115: “Generous authority” Priya Parker
	Slide 116
	Slide 117: Strength vs. warmth John Neffinger and Matthew Kohut
	Slide 118
	Slide 119: Keep things moving!  Be brisk! Speak crisply!
	Slide 120
	Slide 121
	Slide 122: Don’t get into arguments!
	Slide 123: When in doubt, ask the group!  
	Slide 124
	Slide 125
	Slide 126: Two different ways  the group decides 
	Slide 127: WHY do we need rules?
	Slide 128: Emotion
	Slide 129
	Slide 130
	Slide 131
	Slide 132
	Slide 133: Real knowledge of yourself
	Slide 134
	Slide 135: You must absorb the pain
	Slide 136
	Slide 137: VII. Conclusion
	Slide 138: Keep in touch!
	Slide 139
	Slide 140
	Slide 141
	Slide 142: Why are we here?
	Slide 143: After taking this workshop,  you will be able to
	Slide 144: Four fundamental guidelines
	Slide 145
	Slide 146: Personal qualities
	Slide 147: Techniques
	Slide 148: Bottom line
	Slide 149: Personal relationships
	Slide 150: Emotion is critical
	Slide 151: The best leader
	Slide 152

