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ABSTRACT
Parliamentary procedure of the sort codified in Robert’s Rules
of Order is a widely used system of rules for group decision
making. Unfortunately, in many settings where parliamen-
tary procedure is used, unfamiliarity with the rules inhibits
participation, working against the aim of giving due con-
sideration to each member’s opinion. Unwitting deviation
from the rules can impinge on fundamental rights. Par-
ticipants who misunderstand or lose track of the proceed-
ings miss important opportunities to give input. This paper
describes software that supports face-to-face parliamentary
procedure by publicly displaying information about items
under consideration and about actions available under the
rules. These features facilitate shared context among the
participants, encourage adherence to the rules, and help
novices engage and learn the process.

Categories and Subject Descriptors
H.5.3 [Information Interfaces and Presentation]: Group
and Organization Interfaces—computer-supported coopera-
tive work, synchronous interaction

General Terms
Design, Human Factors

Keywords
parliamentary procedure, Robert’s Rules of Order, group de-
cision support systems, electronic meeting support, group-
ware

1. INTRODUCTION
Parliamentary procedure is a centuries-old, evolving tradi-
tion of rules and customs for group decision making. It
aims for full and free discussion, safeguarding the rights of
the minority and of individual members, even in the face
of intense disagreement. The houses of UK Parliament and
of the US Congress, for example, each have their own par-
liamentary rules; but the best-known codification is called
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Robert’s Rules of Order, after Henry Robert, who wrote the
first popular manual on parliamentary law in the late-19th-
century United States.

Parliamentary procedure is used in many different organiza-
tions ranging from small boards and committees to govern-
mental legislative bodies. A group meeting using Robert’s
Rules of Order is called a deliberative assembly and requires
the ability of all members to communicate synchronously
with one another by voice, normally face-to-face. A delib-
erative assembly may have from a few to a few hundred
members.

Central to Robert’s Rules of Order is the motion, by which
a member may propose that the assembly take a certain
action. The “Table of Rules Relating to Motions” in the
1915 version of Robert’s Rules of Order Revised [13], now in
the public domain, includes 45 different motions1 that fall
mostly into 4 classes: main motions, subsidiary motions, in-
cidental motions, and privileged motions. Precedence among
and within the classes specifies which motions are in order—
that is, permitted by the rules—depending what motions are
currently pending.

Each class of motions has general characteristics, and many
individual motions have peculiarities of their own. Some
motions are debatable; others are not; some are amendable;
some allow subsidiary motions applied to them; some can
be reconsidered. Most require first obtaining the floor, be-
ing seconded, and a majority vote in the affirmative to be
adopted; others may interrupt a speaker, need not be sec-
onded, and require no vote; yet others require a two-thirds
vote. In short the rules are many and difficult to remember,
especially in a lively meeting.

1.1 Procedural Difficulties
The complexity of parliamentary procedure can be challeng-
ing for anyone, and particularly stifling to a novice partic-
ipant who knows little or nothing of the rules. He or she
may have opinions to inject or objectives to accomplish, but
not know how best to do so. Robert’s Rules of Order al-
low a parliamentary inquiry by which a member may ask
for advice on such matters, but the member must know this
option is available and the chair must be prepared to give
an appropriate response.

1The same table in the most recent Robert’s Rules of Order
Newly Revised, 10th Edition includes 86 motions.



In many organizations that nominally use parliamentary
procedure, even the chair of an assembly is only vaguely fa-
miliar with the rules, often having learned mainly from expe-
rience in meetings and never having read a written manual.
One problem that can arise in such circumstances is that the
assembly may take action without due process, and in doing
so violate fundamental rights of the minority, of individual
members, or of the assembly itself.

One common misbelief about parliamentary procedure is
that any member may halt debate and initiate a vote at
any time by shouting, “I call the question!” In fact, to
“call the question” or, more properly, to move the previous
question, one must obtain the floor in order to make the
motion; then it must be seconded and finally itself receive a
two-thirds vote in the affirmative. Robert’s Rules of Order
consistently emphasize that suppressing debate requires the
support of two thirds, because this requirement protects the
fundamental right to have questions thoroughly discussed
before taking action. When knowledge of the rules is defi-
cient, this fundamental right is easily violated.

Even when members have a working knowledge of the rules
and their fundamental rights are intact, participants can
lose track of the proceedings for a variety of reasons. Parlia-
mentary procedure is formally linear and verbal. In order to
maintain shared context, the chair is supposed to restate the
question precisely whenever a motion is made and seconded,
and whenever a question is put to a vote. Frequently this
does not happen, perhaps because the chair forgets the re-
quirement or deems it unnecessary. Furthermore, especially
in large meetings, members may miss statements of the chair
due to noise or distraction by conversation or other activ-
ity. Such situations often lead to confusion about what has
happened or is happening.

When one loses context in a deliberative assembly, one may
rise to a point of information in order to ask questions, but
this may be socially awkward. One can sometimes surmise
missing information by guesswork based on the content of
debate, and one can always wait for the next restatement
by the chair, but in the meantime one may miss important
opportunities to speak or make motions.

1.2 Support Technology
Technology to support face-to-face parliamentary procedure
can help address the problems identified above. This paper
describes software that can run on a portable computer con-
nected to a large display such as a digital projector. A single
user enters events as they transpire. Based on this input, the
software keeps track of the meeting state and provides visual
reminders on the large display so that at any time, assembly
members can see the text and characteristics of the imme-
diately pending question, whether and what other questions
are currently pending, and what motions are presently in
order.

The constant visual availability of information about the
process aids learning and facilitates a greater degree of shared
context among the participants, promoting participation and
guarding against confusion and detachment that rob the as-
sembly of input. The context-sensitive display of applicable
rules and motions currently in order is designed to influence

the assembly in favor of conformance.

2. DESIGN CONSIDERATIONS
The primary intent of the software described herein is to
support face-to-face parliamentary procedure by presenting
pertinent information, preferably on a large display. What
information to display when and how is a significant consid-
eration depending in part on specifics of the rules. Robert’s
Rules of Order are presumed, but much here will apply
to other sets of parliamentary rules. The system is well
suited to support the activities of the secretary, especially
the recording of business and the production of meeting min-
utes; in fact, this role may well be the key to the system’s
use. Another important design consideration is its aptitude
for use in live assemblies.

2.1 Priorities in the Interface
Section 1.2 identifies a few key facts in the shared context
of a deliberative assembly: the text and characteristics of
the immediately pending question, other pending questions,
and what motions are presently in order. This is a good
starting point for the elements of an interface, but it leaves
many questions unanswered. There are too many motions
to display at once, and even for a given motion, too many
characteristics to display. Some of the questions that can
be answered about a motion by referring to the “Table of
Rules Relating to Motions” are:

• Is it in order when another has the floor?

• Must it be seconded?

• Is it debatable?

• Can it be amended?

• Can other subsidiary motions be applied?

• What vote does it require, if any?

• Can it be reconsidered?

Some rules are more important than others. For example,
Robert’s Rules of Order state that “if members are slow
about seconding” a motion that requires it, the chair “may
proceed without waiting for a second.” but when it comes
to the motion for the previous question, which ends debate,
the rules state that “[i]f there can be the slightest doubt
as to the vote the chair should take it again immediately,
counting each side.” Safeguarding the right to thorough de-
bate is more important than the requirement of a second,
which only occasionally prevents individuals from introduc-
ing business no one else deems worthy of consideration.

More important rules should be more emphatically signified
in the interface. This insight from algebraic semiotics [6, 5]
can be stated formally as follows: certain constructors in the
source space of parliamentary law have higher priority than
others, and a semiotic morphism that preserves this prior-
ity relation in its target space—the interface—is of higher
quality.

When a motion formally requires a second, it is appropriate
to signal this fact, but not to force the user to indicate a



second was given. The requirement of a two-thirds vote
should be more forcefully thrust into awareness. When a
vote count is entered, the system can calculate whether the
requirement is met and automatically determine the fate of
the motion.

Many of the motions described in Robert’s Rules of Order
are variants of a smaller set of common motions, or only
appropriate in rare circumstances, such that constantly re-
minding the assembly of them would be undesirable. To
a first approximation, the motions worth including are the
ones that appear in the table of contents to Robert’s Rules
of Order: the 5 privileged motions, the 7 subsidiary motions,
about 8 of the incidental motions and about 6 variants of
main motion. These judgments are, of course, dependent
upon experience.

2.2 Assisting the Secretary
Under Robert’s Rules of Order, the duties of the secretary
include several activities detailed below: preparing of an or-
der of business for the chair; tending business that is post-
poned, laid on the table, or left unfinished; and producing
the minutes. To avoid duplication of effort when possible,
the system should be operated by the secretary; it is in-
tended, in fact, for the system to simplify execution of the
secretary’s duties.

Assisting the secretary is not merely ancillary. As Grudin
has pointed out, the disparity between who does the work
and who gets the benefit is often a barrier to acceptance of
groupware systems [7]. In this case, the system stands to
benefit many individuals and the group as a whole, but re-
quires one person to do the considerable work of continually
and promptly entering meeting proceedings into a computer.
Fortunately this work dovetails with the recording duties of
the secretary; if the system’s assistance in carrying out the
secretary’s duties seen as worthwhile, this should be a key
incentive for its use.

Order of Business
Robert’s Rules of Order provide several ways to decide in
advance business that will come before the assembly. A gen-
eral order gives a question preference over others at a certain
time, or after a certain event, but does not interrupt busi-
ness. A special order goes further, interrupting any pending
business when the specified time arrives.

An organization will usually set its own order of business, for
example by setting agendas consisting of general or special
orders, or both. Otherwise the standard order of business is
as follows:

1. approving the minutes of the previous meeting;

2. reports of boards, standing committees, and officers;

3. reports of special (ad-hoc) committees;

4. special orders;

5. unfinished business and general orders; and finally

6. new business.

Support for orders of business, agendas, and the associated
time-keeping would be of use to many deliberative assem-
blies.

Business for Later Consideration
In Robert’s Rules of Order, there are several ways for busi-
ness, once introduced, to be put aside for later consideration.
The motion to postpone to a certain time makes the immedi-
ately pending question a general order (or a special order, if
specified in the motion) for a time of day or a future meet-
ing. Any business pending when a meeting is adjourned,
together with any general orders for that meeting not yet
disposed of, become unfinished business.

The motion to lay on the table puts the pending question and
everything adhering to it on hold in order for the assembly
to attend to more urgent business. The business thus laid
“on the table” is placed in the care of the secretary, and
remains there until the assembly adopts a motion to pick up
from the table or until the end of the next regular meeting.

The software should provide a reminder that there is busi-
ness on the table; sometimes assemblies forget to pick up
business once laid down.2 The software should store any
business put aside for later consideration, and provide the
user with a facility to call it back up again when needed.

The Minutes
According to Robert’s Rules of Order, the minutes should
contain “all the main motions and points of order and ap-
peals, whether sustained or lost, and all other motions that
were not lost or withdrawn.” The software requires such in-
put already. Some other items prescribed by Robert’s Rules
of Order for inclusion in the minutes are:

• the kind of meeting;

• the name of the assembly;

• the place and date;

• whether the previous minutes were approved;

• the hours of meeting and adjournment;

• the names of those who introduce main motions;

• when votes are counted, the number on each side;

• when voting by yeas and nays (roll call), a list of names
of those voting on each side.

Presumably assembly members need not be reminded of
these items during a meeting, but some of them should be
recorded. The interface automatically records the date and
time of each event, including the call to order and adjourn-
ment, and it provides means for the secretary to enter vote
counts and the names of those who make motions.

2The US House of Representatives has institutionalized the
practice of doing this intentionally.



2.3 Floor Control and Limits on Debate
Members of a deliberative assembly obtain the floor by being
recognized by the chair. However, Robert’s Rules of Order
only permit each member to speak on a question twice in
the same day, and a member who has spoken once may
not speak again as long as any member who hasn’t spoken
desires the floor. Many assemblies keep a “speakers list” and
a “second speakers list” that function together as a priority
queue favoring those who have yet to speak. Software could
track who has had the floor and, with a speakers list, even
display who is next.

The motion to limit or extend limits on debate can set or
modify limits on the length of individual speeches or on the
assembly’s consideration of a question. The software could
keep display one or more timers, perhaps turning red to
indicate when a limit is exceeded.

Features to manage the floor and limits on debate could
be beneficial, but it must not interfere with entering more
important information.

2.4 Fitness for Live Settings
A basic requirement for the interface is that it be quick and
flexible enough to keep up with live action. The user must
not get backlogged entering events because a public display
of obsolete information is worse than useless.

The interface must gracefully handle at least two kinds of
irregularities: mistakes by the user, which must be promptly
correctable; and deviations from the ordinary rules, either
by a motion to suspend the rules or by sheer mistake.

As Grudin writes, “Work processes can usually be described
in two ways: the way things are supposed to work and the
way they do work. Software designed to support standard
procedures can be too brittle.” [7] The software discussed
here is intended to encourage adherence to standard proce-
dures, but nevertheless must not break down in the face of
inevitable aberrations.

3. USE CONSIDERATIONS
The computer is happiest in a world of explicit, concrete
information. Central to group activity, however, are so-
cial, motivational, political and economic factors that are
rarely explicit or stable. Often unconsciously, our actions
are guided by social conventions and by our awareness of
the personalities and priorities of people around us, knowl-
edge not available to the computer. —Jonathan Grudin

To enforce rules regulating group deliberation is a consider-
able responsibility with potentially significant consequences.
Accordingly, modification to the status quo in this regard
should be carefully considered.

3.1 Caveats
When software support for parliamentary procedure is in-
troduced, it should be made clear that the chair, not the
software, presides over the assembly. The question before
the assembly is what the chair states, not what appears on
the display; the member entitled to the floor is who the chair
recognizes, not who a floor-control system indicates is next

to speak; the result of a vote is what the chair announces,
not what the computer calculates. In most circumstances
the chair’s pronouncements are official and final unless a
member makes an appeal from the decision of the chair, in
which case the question whether to sustain the chair’s deci-
sion is put the assembly.

Authority notwithstanding, the chair should monitor the
software to ensure its information is consistent, seeing that
corrections are made when necessary to prevent confusion.

With such useful and appropriate information about rules
of order handy, the chair may rely upon the display for
guidance in meetings, but the software should be consid-
ered neither a substitute for knowledge of the rules, nor a
parliamentary authority in itself. One of the chair’s respon-
sibilities is to advise members on how to achieve their aims;
in most cases, simply ruling a motion out of order will not
do. Because Robert’s Rules of Order are intricate and rely
on information unavailable to the computer, the software’s
capacity to settle parliamentary questions is necessarily lim-
ited. The chair should be familiar with the rules and have a
copy of the assembly’s parliamentary authority at the meet-
ing.

3.2 Weaknesses and Strengths
Computers are oblivious to social conventions, which makes
them less fit for many tasks of chairmanship, but perhaps
more fit for others. Enforcing limits imposed by the motion
to limit debate can be awkward, but is often generally appre-
ciated so long as it is done fairly. Likewise, when the time
appointed for a special order arrives, it might be difficult for
a chair to interrupt pending business, but it is not difficult
for a computer.

Computers can be relied upon to be consistent and unselec-
tive in their application of the rules, and never to fear being
perceived as rude or unnecessarily stringent.

4. IMPLEMENTATION
The prototype application shown in Figures 1 and 2 is writ-
ten in Python3 using PythonCard4 and Parliament [14], and
is freely available.5 It is designed to operate in a face-to-face
meeting conducted according to Robert’s Rules of Order.

As explained in Section 2.2, the user interface has features
for recording information that need not be displayed for the
entire assembly. To be easily readable, the group display
requires larger than does a single-user display. For these
reasons, the software provides a group-display window sepa-
rate from the user-interface window. Computers capable of
managing two separate displays can take advantage of this
feature.

4.1 The Group Interface
Figure 1 depicts the group interface, designed for a large
shared display such as provided by a digital projector. The
group interface provides a list of motions currently in or-
der, which depend on the meeting state—primarily on which

3http://python.org/
4http://pythoncard.sourceforge.net/
5http://parliament.sourceforge.net/

http://python.org/
http://pythoncard.sourceforge.net/
http://parliament.sourceforge.net/


Figure 1: The group interface. The tree of currently pending motions is in the upper-left corner, with the
rules and text of the immediately pending motion below. The list of motions currently in order is on the
right.

motions are currently pending. A tree diagram displays the
currently pending motions and how they are related. The
immediately pending motion is always at the bottom of the
diagram, and the rules relating to it and its text are below.

4.2 The User Interface
Figure 2 depicts the user interface, designed for a single user
such as an organization’s secretary. The user interface pro-
vides all the elements of the group interface, but allows in-
teraction with them, and provides other interactive elements
as well.

The user may activate any of the motions currently in order
to indicate a motion has been made in the meeting. The
vote-entry components comprise text fields for the number
of affirmative and negative votes and a button that, when
pressed, records the counts and the result based on the pro-
portion required. Adopted and rejected buttons allow the
user to indicate the fate of the immediately pending motion
directly when votes are not counted. Back and forward but-
tons navigate through meeting history, providing a multiple
undo/redo mechanism critical for usability.

The currently pending motions in the tree diagram can be
selected, populating several other fields with information
about the selected motion. In addition to the text of the
motion, these also include its mover and its target. All these

fields are editable by the user.

The interface also provides an event log with a record of
each motion in the order it was moved, and whether it was
adopted or rejected.

As explained in Section 2.4, the software must not break
down under aberrations from the rules, but rather must con-
tinue to track meeting state. Hence the interface provides
an ignore rules checkbox that allows the user to record ac-
tions and motions despite these being out of order according
to the module’s interpretation of the rules.

4.3 The Parliament Module
Parliament [14] is an open-source software module that im-
plements the logic and bookkeeping functions necessary for
the function of parliamentary procedure, and is embedded
in the application described here. This prototype is the first
application of Parliament, and is useful as an interactive
testbed for the module’s features. It is hoped that Parlia-
ment will eventually be used in other settings, especially for
online deliberation.

The Parliament module keeps track of meeting state. Meet-
ing state includes data such as which motions are currently
pending, the relationships between these motions, which mo-
tions are valid at the present time, and which motions have



Figure 2: The user interface. The list of motions currently in order is on the left. The back and forward
buttons are above. The adopted and rejected buttons and the vote-entry components are below along with
the ignore rules checkbox. The tree of currently pending motions is in the upper-right corner; below it are
the rules and the motion-detail fields: mover, target, and text. The event log is in the bottom-right corner.

been adopted or rejected earlier in the meeting.

Parliament’s Rule Specification
The Parliament module does not incorporate the details of
parliamentary procedure, such as the motions and customs
described in Robert’s Rules of Order. Instead, Parliament
requires an external rule specification, allowing the user or
developer to modify the rules independently and even to
develop whole new rule systems. The independently modi-
fiable rules simplifies the task of adapting the software for
different parliamentary authorities or custom rules.

Much work has gone into creating the (partial) working spec-
ification of Robert’s Rules of Order; certainly more than has
gone into the interface design. The specification began from
Henry Prakken’s formalization [12], which he kindly pro-
vided in machine-readable form. One aspect missing from
Prakken’s formalization is the notion of precedence; getting
this right is both laborious and crucial to the goals outlined
here.

5. PRELIMINARY EXPERIENCE
The prototype system described in Section 4 has been pilot-
tested once in a live meeting of the Graduate Student Asso-
ciation of UCSD. Some important lessons were learned from
this preliminary experience, including insights leading to the
material in Section 3.1.

One problem encountered, for example, was with the phys-
ical arrangement of the room. Since the members spend
much of the meeting looking in the direction of the chair,
who faces them, it seemed fitting to place the projected dis-
play behind the chair. However, this meant the chair could
not see the display. When the display accidentally diverged
from the chair’s statements, this made it more difficult than
necessary to detect and fix.

A possible solution is for the operator of the interface to
sit next to the chair. In this case, though the chair cannot
see the projected display, he or she will be able to see the
computer screen.



Another lesson is that as soon as a computer and projector
are introduced into a meeting, the group may well want to
commandeer it for their own purposes. Members of GSAUCSD
asked before the meeting if they could use the setup to dis-
play the text of bills they were to consider. During the
meeting, a member requested display of a display a section
of their constitution, which is published on the World-Wide
Web. Although the system offers no support for the dis-
play of external documents, any system on which it runs
will likely have other applications suitable for this task.

6. FUTURE WORK
The prototype implementation and preliminary experience
reported here are intended to be only the beginning of this
investigation. Future work will include more in-depth eval-
uation and iterative development sensitive to lessons from
real use.

6.1 Evaluation
More experience using the system in live meetings will be
critical to ongoing development of the software and the ideas
it embodies. Evaluation of the system faces many challenges
common to other groupware [7]. Importantly, however, the
system can be introduced to existing assemblies in their nat-
ural environments with a minimum of explanation so long
as experimenters run the system. Evaluation with organiza-
tions’ secretaries running the system is a next step.

Objectives to be judged by further evaluation include whether
the system improves conformance to the rules, whether it
increases participation, and whether it leads to greater sat-
isfaction with the outcomes and with meetings as a whole.
Through careful expert ethnography, it may be possible to
quantify rule conformance, yielding an objective measure of
success. Patterns of participation, both in debate and in
motion-making, likewise can statistically analyzed. Quali-
tative evaluation might include asking participants whether
they experience increased awareness of the procedures, and
whether they feel more confident about engaging the process
when the system is in use.

6.2 Development
Features proposed for the software include, roughly in order
of priority:

• a flexible report tool that can automatically produce
a draft of official minutes;

• indicating business on the table and taking business
from the table;

• support for orders of business and agendas; and

• floor control, speakers lists, and limits on debate.

Another target within grasp, in order to test the system’s
flexibility, is to develop other rule specifications based, for
example, on the Standard Code of Parliamentary Procedure
[15] or special rules added to Robert’s Rules of Order in an
organization’s bylaws.

6.3 Distant Possibilities
Conceivable but further off are support for direct electronic
input from participants and interoperation with online de-
liberation systems.

Electronic meeting systems described in the literature of-
ten have computer terminals for all participants [11]. A
parliamentary-procedure system of this sort could provide
the information available on the public display, but also en-
able access to more details on the motions and rules relat-
ing to them. Participants could give input such as votes
and written motions electronically. The system could even
automatically mediate requests for the floor [?].

The ability for software supporting face-to-face deliberation
to interoperate with online deliberation systems of the fu-
ture is a worthy goal. Data-format compatibility is a good
target. Unfinished business from face-to-face meetings could
be exported to online deliberation and resumed at the next
meeting; business could be seamlessly “referred to online
committee”, carrying with it all attached motions and other
relevant information. This kind of confluence is encouraged
by modular support like Parliament [14] that can be embed-
ded in a variety of applications.

7. RELATION TO OTHER WORK
There is a considerable body of work on electronic meet-
ing systems and systems to support group decision making,
whether face-to-face or otherwise, but little work has focused
on parliamentary procedure.

7.1 Group Decision Support Systems
A group decision support system (GDSS) employs technol-
ogy to facilitate, and hopefully to improve, group decision
making. A GDSS is groupware, in that it is designed for
multiple people working collaboratively. As a field, GDSSs
are related to decision support systems (DSS), although the
latter typically focus on the information gathering and anal-
ysis tasks an individual decision maker might engage in.

A GDSS to apply parliamentary procedure was envisioned
at least as early as 1987 by DeSanctis and Gallupe [4]. In
the nomenclature of their foundational paper, such a system
is called a Level 3 GDSS, the highest level involving the
most dramatic intervention in the group’s decision process.
While Level 1 GDSSs aim only to facilitate communication
and Level 2 GDSSs passively offer tools and models, Level 3
GDSSs actually apply rules regulating the decision process.

Many actual and proposed features of the parliamentary-
procedure software described in this paper belong to De-
Sanctis and Gallupe’s Level 1: a large common viewing
screen, public display of votes, continuous display of agen-
das, automatic timely reminders about agenda items, com-
puter terminals for group members, anonymous electronic
voting.

The possibility of a system to support face-to-face parlia-
mentary procedure had been suggested, and many useful
components conceived, but no such system appears to have
emerged. In fact, DeSanctis and Gallupe advocated delay-
ing work on Level 3 systems until lower-level systems were
better understood. One reason for this was their belief that



the “technology required to build a Level 3 GDSS shell is
not yet available,” possibly because they expected it to be
“expert-system based” and to “provide advice on selecting
or defining rules.”

Kraemer and King, in their survey of systems for coopera-
tive work and group decision support [10], argue that “most
of the efforts to apply these technologies have affected de-
cision processes too much or too little to provide a good
assessment of their effects.” On one hand, audiovisual pre-
sentation and teleconferencing technologies “affect decision
meetings only by speeding up certain common tasks [. . . ] or
adding flexibility [. . . ] Neither claims to improve the qual-
ity of decision making appreciably.” On the other hand,
approaches that prescribe structured protocols and collab-
oration techniques “attempt to improve the actual process
and consequence of decision meetings, but they nevertheless
impose the designers’ views of the decision process on the
participants.”

The support for parliamentary procedure proposed herein
aims to improve group decision making without externally
imposing structure. Many organizations have already adopted
a parliamentary authority such as Robert’s Rules of Order,
usually in their bylaws or such governing documents. Our
approach is to support group understanding and use of rules
that already apply; it is an effort to improve the practice,
rather than the theory, of group decision making.

7.2 Work Related to Robert’s Rules of Order
Some aspects of parliamentary procedure are oriented to-
ward a live, in-person environment; but the underlying prin-
ciples and many of the rules can be applied to decision-
making groups using various other modes of communication.

One group designed a document-based collaboration system
based on an “agenda item life cycle” inspired by Robert’s
Rules of Order [1].. Based on this model, they built a client-
server architecture for spatially distributed collaboration,
both synchronous and asynchronous [1, 17].

Other researchers have investigated adapting Robert’s Rules
of Order for use in the context of computer-mediated com-
munication. Horan and Benington describe a protocol for
conducting electronic deliberations by e-mail in academic
committees that use Robert’s Rules of Order [9]. They as-
sume that users will implement the protocol, but software
could automate some of what they recommend.

Robert’s Rules in Motion6 is a commercially available single-
user application that simulates meetings in order to train the
user in the use of parliamentary procedure. It contains much
of the logic needed for other parliamentary-procedure appli-
cations, but no code nor programmable module is available.

8. CONCLUSIONS
The technology described herein shows promise for improv-
ing the practice of parliamentary procedure in face-to-face
meetings. Assemblies with members not well practiced in
the rules can especially benefit from the support of such a
system.

6http://imovethat.com/

Software support for parliamentary procedure fills a unique
niche among similar research. By supporting group work
while having a single user operating the interface, it eludes
many pitfalls of many groupware applications and suggests
possibilities for meeting the challenges they face. By aiming
to improve group decision making without externally impos-
ing structure, face-to-face parliamentary-procedure software
offers opportunities to study effects on groups that were ob-
scured by the more dramatic interventions of other group
decision support systems.

Parliamentary-procedure software should run on common
portable computers, and be easy for any organization’s sec-
retary to learn and use, streamlined enough to keep pace
with live meetings, and flexible enough to handle the adap-
tive circumvention of rules that inevitably occurs in real as-
semblies. In addition, the software should generate a record
from which official minutes can be produced, and which may
in the future be a medium for interoperation with online de-
liberation systems.

Preliminary experience with a prototype system in real meet-
ings has met with enthusiastic response and has yielded valu-
able insights into the design and use of future systems. Fur-
ther development and experimentation following this initial
excursion is warranted and underway.
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