
SECTION FOUR
GUIDELINES FOR MEETINGS

PURPOSE

This section provides guidelines for meetings of all bodies except Local Churches that make up the Minnesota Conference of the United Church of Christ.   
CONTENT OF THE SECTION
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Open meeting policy (Page 3)
Meeting norms (Page 5)
Attendance policy (Page 6)
Chair or Moderator Responsibilities Regarding Attendance and Participation (Page 7)
Decision making (Page 7)
Confidentiality (Page 9)
Minutes (Page 10)
SCHEDULING MEETINGS
Set A Meeting Schedule
At its June meeting, following the Annual Meeting, the Conference Board of Directors will set its meetings for the next year.  At their first meeting following the Annual Meeting in June, Committees, Work Groups, Teams and other bodies shall set meeting schedules for the next year.
Committee, Work Group, Team and other bodies’ meeting dates must be coordinated with the staff liaison and the Conference Board of Directors’ meeting schedules.  

Secretaries of each body will communicate this schedule to the Conference office administrator.  The schedule information should include dates, locations and times of the meetings. This will allow the Conference office administrator to post meeting dates and locations on a central calendar that can be used as a reference for Conference staff or anyone calling the Conference office for information.

Notice of Meeting
Written communication of the year’s meeting schedule to group members is sufficient notice of the meeting, although reminders before each meeting via mail, phone or e-mail may improve attendance. 

Rescheduled or Additional Meetings

Committees, Work Groups, Teams and other bodies may sometimes find it necessary to reschedule a set meeting or schedule additional meetings to get their work done.  When groups find it necessary to reschedule a meeting or schedule an additional meeting, they should take care to do so in a way that will permit the most members to attend consistent with permitting the work of the group to move forward.  The chair or secretary will be responsible for communicating information about rescheduled or additional meetings to the Conference office administrator via phone, mail, or e-mail.

When Notice Is Not Required

Sometimes a small group of members will gather between meetings to do the work of the group. Such ad hoc gatherings are not meetings, and therefore the secretary does not need to notify members or the Conference office of ad hoc gatherings.

CANCELING MEETINGS
The Board of Directors, Committees, Work Groups, Teams and other bodies should cancel meetings only for good cause, such as bad weather that will prevent members from traveling safely or knowledge that a quorum of members will not be able to attend.

The chair or secretary will notify all members and Conference staff as soon as possible when a meeting will be cancelled and will also inform the Conference office.

QUORUM POLICY
Quorum Required
The Board and each Committee, Work Group, Team or other body’s meeting must have a quorum of members present in order to do the business.  Decisions made when there is no quorum of members present are not valid or binding.

Conference Board of Directors Quorum
One-half plus one of the voting members of the Conference Board of Directors must be present to constitute a quorum. (Article VI, Section 6).  Voting members may not authorize a proxy to represent or vote for them.

Executive Committee Quorum
Powers of the Executive Committee of the Board of Directors may be delegated to it and to act in the interval between meetings of the Board of Directors.  Quorum is a simple majority of members.
Committee, Work Group and Team Quorum
A Committee, Work Group and Team have a quorum if attendance equals or exceeds at least one-third of all group positions (including vacant positions). 

Example of a Group Quorum

The “Good Works Committee” has 12 positions, but only 10 positions are currently filled, and two positions are vacant.  The Group has a quorum if four members attend a meeting (one-third of 12 positions),

Quorum Not Required At All Gatherings of Committee, Work Group and Team Members

Small groups of Group members often need to gather between meetings on an ad hoc basis to do the work of the Group.  An example of this work is drafting a document for review at the next Committee, Work Group, and Team meeting.

Characteristic of these “between meetings” tasks is that the work done will be presented to the group for its approval, because gatherings of a group’s members between meetings do not have decision-making authority.  Such gatherings of group members are therefore not meetings and do not require a quorum.

OPEN MEETING POLICY

Any United Church of Christ Member May Attend

Generally, all Conference Board of Directors meetings and Committee, Work Group, Team and other body meetings are open to any member of a local church in the Minnesota Conference of the United Church of Christ.  Any member of a local church in the Minnesota Conference may call the Conference office to learn the date, time and location of any Conference Board of Directors meeting, Annual Meeting, Special Meeting, Committee, Work Group or Team meeting and attend the meeting.

Exception: Meetings of Conference Board of Directors’ Executive Committee 

Meetings of the Executive Committee of the Conference Board of Directors are, by definition, executive sessions, and may exclude visitors.
Exception: Discussion of Confidential Matters

Groups may exclude visitors when they need to discuss confidential matters. This exception is a very narrow one and should not be used to undo the open meeting policy.  (See the section on confidentiality in this chapter for more information.)

Exception: Groups May Exclude Some Visitors

Groups may, but are not required to, exclude from their meetings persons who are not members of a local church in the Minnesota Conference.  In addition, persons who are members of a local church in the Minnesota Conference who seek to attend a group meeting in a dual capacity (such as a member of a local congregation who is also representing a news organization) may be excluded from a group meeting by a vote of group members present and voting at the meeting.

Visitors Must Identify Themselves

If a group has visitors, the visitors must identify themselves and any organization they represent.  Visitors who are unwilling to identify themselves must leave the meeting.

Visitors at Ad Hoc Gatherings

When group members gather on an ad hoc basis between meetings to do group business, they are not holding a group meeting, and therefore, there is no requirement to admit anyone who is not a member of the group assigned to work on that task.

Permitting Visitors To Speak at a Meeting

As a courtesy, the group may decide to invite any visitor(s) it permits to attend its meetings to speak about why they are attending the meeting, but this is not required. 

Groups that do permit visitors to speak should designate a time to hear from visitors and should set a time limit for each speaker.  Groups are advised to find a way to permit interested visitors to make their views known to the group outside the meeting, if they cannot accommodate those wishes during the meeting.
Presence of the Media at a Group Meeting

Although this is highly unlikely, if visitors are from the media, the group should politely but firmly require members of the press or broadcasting to leave the meeting.  The chair should refer any questions by the media to the Minnesota Conference Minister.  See the Conference “Public Relations and Endorsement Policy” for general guidance, or call the Conference office with specific questions about dealing with the media.

MEETING NORMS

Board of Directors, Committees, Work Groups and Teams Will Establish Norms
The Board of Directors and each Committee, Work Group and Team has a responsibility to establish written meeting norms to guide their internal functioning.  Norms are an agreement by group members to abide by certain rules in order to expedite the group’s work and to help group members maintain good relationships with each other

Types of Norms
There are several types of norms:

1. Value norms speak to the values of the group.  Example:  “On this group, we particularly value age diversity, so we will have representation by members in their teens and twenties.”
2. Behavior norms speak to specific behaviors by group members that the group wants to encourage. Examples: “We will have only one person speak at a time,” or “We will make decisions by consensus.”
3. Role or Task norms speak to roles or tasks performed by group members.  Example: “The hospitality chair will bring luscious treats to every meeting.”
Each group should decide how many and what types of norms will help it in its work.  Norms should be kept simple and relatively few.
Norms Need Consensus
Norms need to have the consent of all group members in order to be effective.  If one or more group members actively object to a norm, then the group should spend more time looking for a norm that all members can reach consensus on.
When to Establish Norms

If your group has not established norms, it should do so now.  Norms should be written and shared with every group member.  Don’t forget to share your norms with new group members when they join your group.  Norms can also be posted at every group meeting.

Norms Can Be Changed

Norms can be added, dropped or changed by consensus.  They should be reviewed periodically, perhaps in shorter periods (say, six months) when the group first establishes its norms, and after longer periods (say, every year) when the group has had norms for a while.

Abiding by the Norms
Every group member has the right and responsibility to call the group’s attention to behaviors that disregard the norms and request that the members abide by the norms.  Although designated leaders such as the chairperson and secretary have a particular obligation to monitor the group’s performance, individual members have a strong role to play in the success of the group.  That is why every member has the right to call the group back to its values or its task.

ATTENDANCE POLICY

(This policy was adopted by the Conference Council on December 2, 1995 and slightly amended for the manual.)
Rationale
Optimal group functioning is dependent upon the full participation of each group member.  Frequent absence by a group member places a greater burden on attending members of the group. Regular attendance at Committee, Work Group, Board of Directors and task force meetings is expected and encouraged.
This policy is not intended to penalize well-intentioned people, but to ensure that groups function well and to equalize the distribution of responsibilities.

Expected Standard
Group members shall plan to attend all regularly scheduled group meetings and any additional meetings the group calls in order to do its work.  Group members who find that they will not be able to attend a meeting should call or e-mail the chairperson as soon as they realize they will not be able to attend.

Failure or Inability To Meet the Minimum Standard

Group members, who miss half the regularly-scheduled meetings of their group in one year, will be considered to have resigned from the group. This is a de facto resignation that does not require a vote of the group to take effect.  See “Group Chair Responsibilities” below for warning, notification and resignation provisions.

Groups Can Vote To Dismiss A Member for Low Participation

Groups can vote to dismiss a member whose attendance or participation is not acceptable, even if attendance is above the minimum established above.  For such an action to be valid:

· The motion to dismiss a member must be held at a duly-called meeting;
· The person whose dismissal is being considered must be informed of the pending action and is entitled to be present with voice and vote;
· The vote to dismiss must be at least two-thirds of the members present and voting.
Groups May Retain Services of Consultant
Groups have the option of retaining the services and expertise of a former group member who cannot meet attendance standards as a consultant.  The former member will be replaced at the earliest possible opportunity by a new member, however.  (See “Hiring Consultants” in Section Six for more information about consultants.)

Groups Will Take Attendance Reliably

Each group is responsible for setting up a reliable mechanism to take attendance at each meeting.  It is the secretary’s responsibility to record attendance as part of taking the minutes of the meeting.  If the secretary is absent, another group member must record attendance and take minutes.

 Chair Or Moderator Responsibility Regarding
Attendance or Participation Issues

The group chair (or Board of Directors Moderator) has the following responsibilities regarding attendance or participation issues:

Responsibilities re: De Facto Resignation
1. To communicate attendance expectations to group members or Board of Directors members as part of the new members’ orientation to the group or to delegate such communication to another group member.
2. To communicate directly with any group members or Board of Directors members whose attendance is in danger of falling below the established attendance standard, to learn of the circumstances, and to counsel the person on the potential consequences of failing to attend.
3. To request the written resignation of any group members who find themselves unable to improve their attendance to the acceptable standard.
4. To notify any group members in writing whose attendance has fallen below the minimum standard that a de facto resignation has taken place.

Chair Responsibilities Re: Dismissal

The Board of Directors’ moderator (or designated chair) or chair of another body is responsible for notifying their respective group members whose attendance or participation may be above the minimum standard but unacceptable to the group or Board of Directors that: 

1. A motion to dismiss the Board of Directors or group member will be heard at the next duly scheduled Board of Directors or group meeting.
2. The Board of Directors or group member may attend the meeting, where he or she will have both voice and vote,
3. Two-thirds of the votes of the members present and voting can dismiss the member. 

Role of Nominating Work Group for Persons Elected by the Annual Meeting
In instances where persons elected by the Annual Meeting must be replaced by vote of the Annual Meeting, the Conference Board of Directors’ secretary or the group secretary will provide documentation of the circumstances of the member’s non-participation in writing to the Conference Nominating Work Group.  The Nominating Work Group will report its findings to the Annual Meeting with a recommendation for action.

In the event that a member is removed from office under the terms of this policy, the Conference Board of Directors shall make use of the established procedures of the Conference to secure a replacement as soon as possible.  (Article V, Section 11, Part A2)
DECISION MAKING
Deciding what decision-making process(es) to use is one of the 
most important tasks of groups.  The way a group makes decisions demonstrates its commitment to justice, models its respect for diversity, and, exemplifies its trust in the working of the Holy Spirit.

 Groups are encouraged to give prayerful thought and discussion to their decision-making processes.  Groups that habitually defer decisions to a leader or someone with expertise, or groups that use only a majority vote may find their work enhanced if they periodically apply other decision-making options to their processes.

Establish a Norm About Decision Making

Because decision making is so vital to group life, groups are encouraged to establish a group norm or policy about decision-making.  This norm might name the group’s preferred decision-making process, but also name situations where the 
group will apply another decision-making process.

Decision-Making Options

Groups may not realize the wealth of decision-making options open to them.  These include:

1. The group makes a decision by consensus
2. The group makes a decision by unanimity.
3. The group makes a decision by super-majority vote (often two-thirds vote or three-quarters vote).
4. The group makes a decision by majority vote.
5. The leader or delegated decision-maker gathers input from the group, but makes the decision by him or herself, then announces it to the group.
6. The leader or delegated decision-maker makes a decision alone and announces it to the group.

Each of these options can be legitimate decision making processes, depending on the circumstances.

Strengths of Each Decision Making Option
Each decision-making option has qualities to recommend it:
· If the group tends to polarize or break into the same recurring factions, a consensus decision-making model (Option 2) may be appropriate, because the act of seeking and finding a consensus can help break down polarization.
· If the decision is serious, a super-majority or even unanimity, Options 2 or 3, may be appropriate.
· If the matter is routine and the will of the majority is sufficient to obtain the group’s buy-in to the decision, Option 4 may be the most appropriate.
· If the decision is of little consequence to the group or if the matter to be decided is absolutely urgent, Options 5 or 6 may be appropriate.
Weaknesses of Each Option

Each decision-making option also has its weaknesses:

· Groups that require consensus on routine matters may bog themselves down in “correct process” at the expense of efficiency and effectiveness.
· Groups that require super-majority votes or unanimity may also strangle the flow of work.
· Groups that routinely rely on a majority vote to decide all matters may not be working hard enough to accommodate the legitimate needs of a minority.  Majority members may be unaware of a rising level of polarization within the group. This may result in demoralization of group members, with a subsequent falling off of attendance or participation.
· Groups that defer too many decisions to leaders or persons with expertise may find that members feel discounted, or that support for decisions is not where it needs to be to get the work done.
Distinction Between Consensus and Unanimity

Consensus is not the same thing as unanimity.  One definition of 
consensus is “a decision that everyone can live with, even if the decision is not every member’s first choice.”  Another definition of consensus is “an agreement by a group to go in a certain direction for a certain length of time.”  In contrast, unanimity is full agreement by all parties that the chosen course of action is the right action.

CONFIDENTIALITY POLICY

The Conference Board of Directors or other bodies may find that there are times when they will need to keep matters before them confidential.  Certainly, some of the work of the Personnel Committee is confidential. Confidentiality must be kept in order to maintain trust with the people the Conference serves.

Definition
Confidentiality is a promise not to disclose sensitive or private 
information except to people
· who are authorized to see it, because they need the information to carry out a responsibility,
·  or should be permitted to see it, because they are the subject of the information (as in a performance evaluation).
Confidentiality may apply to processes or to information.  When 
confidentiality applies to processes, it usually applies to processes only while they are under way.  Once a process has reached a conclusion, the conclusion is not usually confidential, because the decision must be communicated.  

Information may be confidential in perpetuity or it may be disclosed after a designated period of time has passed.  Disclosure of confidential information may be compelled in certain legal 
matters.
Short of disclosure compelled by law, other disclosure of confidential information will require a Conference Board of Directors policy decision.

Groups are cautioned not to confuse the temporary need for confidentiality during a process with silence about the process itself.  Stakeholders have a legitimate need to understand that the 
process being 
used to make a decision will be fair. 

General Rule
Generally, the work of the Conference Board of Directors and groups is not confidential. 

Confidential Records Will Be Kept at Conference Office
Confidential records or documents will be kept at the Conference office in a locked file cabinet.  Secretaries of the Board or other group who must work with confidential records away from the Conference offices must take steps to protect and limit access to these working documents.  Once finished with the confidential records, the secretary should forward them to the Conference office administrator.  The records must be marked confidential, and the secretary should include a cover letter explaining what the documents are and why they are confidential.

Establishing a Policy on Confidentiality

Groups that regularly deal with confidential processes or confidential information must create a written policy on confidentiality that will include the following: 

· What process or information is confidential;
· Why it is confidential;
· How long it will remain confidential;
· Who may have access to the confidential information and under what circumstances;
· How confidential records will be kept and protected, and how they will be disposed of.
Complaints about Misapplication of Confidentiality Policy

Persons who are concerned that a policy on confidentiality is being applied incorrectly or inconsistently are encouraged to raise their concerns directly to the group that is administering the policy and request a change in practice or policy. 

When a group receives such a request, it must put the matter on the agenda of its next scheduled meeting.  The group must also invite the person who made the complaint to come to the meeting and permit him or her to speak to the complaint.  The group will make a prompt decision on the complaint and communicate the decision to the person who brought the complaint.

If the person who made the complaint is not satisfied with the group’s action, it may appeal the decision to the Conference Board of Directors.

Urgent Exception to Complaint Process

If the matter is urgent, the person who made the complaint may bypass the group if it will not meet in a timely manner, and bring the matter directly to the Conference Minister or the Moderator of the Conference.
If the Conference Minister or the Moderator believes the situation warrants immediate attention, either one may request the Executive Committee of the Conference Board of Directors to hear the complaint and render a decision that is binding on the group.

The person who made the complaint and the chairperson of the relevant group will come to the Executive Committee meeting to speak to the complaint, if requested by the Executive Committee or if they wish.

MEETING MINUTES
Importance of Minutes

Meeting minutes are the official record of group or Board of Directors business.  They are used to: 

· Communicate with members who were absent from the meeting,
· Remind group or Board of Directors members of earlier decisions,
· Reduce the need for rework, and 
· Reinforce consistency and fairness.
· Protect the Conference in legal matters.  
It is very important that groups take complete, accurate minutes and distribute them in a timely fashion.

MINUTES FORMAT
Heading
The heading of the minutes will include:

· Name of the group or Board of Directors
· Date and location of the meeting
· Names of those present, absent and excused
· Name of the meeting chairperson
· Name of the person taking the minutes
Actions
Include the following information about decisions made or action taken:

· Include the exact text of any motions and the name of the person who made the motion.  The person making a complicated or lengthy motion should write it out for the recording secretary.
· Record the decision-making process: majority vote, consensus, or other method.
· Record the decision on the motion: passed, defeated or tabled.  The vote count is not necessary.
· Recording the discussion may be desirable if it was contentious, but usually, it is unnecessary.
Other Information
Include the following information in the minutes:

· Whether the minutes of the previous meeting were approved or amended.  If amended, list the changes.
· Items on the agenda, in the order covered, with a brief summary of what happened
· Date, time and place of next meeting
· Follow-up: a recap of who will do what by when
· Whether there was a motion to adjourn
· Whether the meeting opened or closed with prayer
Send Minutes
Before the next scheduled meeting, send a copy of the minutes to the following people:

· Group members,
· Conference Staff
Include Handouts With Minutes

If there were any handouts at the meeting, send the handouts to group members or the staff liaison who were not present at the meeting, as well as a copy to the Conference office.

Keep a Copy of the Minutes

The recording secretary is responsible for keeping a copy of the minutes and all handouts as a permanent record.  The minutes will also be kept in the Conference Office.
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