Robert’s Rules of Order

Improper Use of the Motion “To Table” 
One of the most often misused procedures from Robert’s Rules of Order is the motion “to table.”  

According to Robert’s Rules of Order Newly Revised 10th Edition, the motion “to lay on the table” means “to interrupt the pending business so as to permit doing something else immediately” (§17, p. 201).  Here is an example:  Alderman Jones needs to present background information on a request to rename a street and this item is fourth on the agenda.  He has to pick his daughter up at the babysitter’s house by 9:00 and it is now 8:30 and the discussion on ordinance 11-08 is still going strong. His motion would be “to move that ordinance 11-08 be laid on the table.”  If the motion is seconded and is successful then discussion on ordinance 11-08 stops and it can be picked back up later in the meeting after Alderman Jones leaves.
However, the common practice of this motion in cities is used to delay a vote on an issue until another meeting.  For example, someone wants more time to think about an agenda item or needs more information before being able to vote. The proper motion is to either “postpone to a certain time” or “postpone indefinitely.”  If the intent is to talk more about a topic, just not at that meeting, then the motion would be to “postpone until the next regularly scheduled meeting” or “postpone until the engineer submits her report.”  If the intent is to defeat something without actually taking an up-or-down vote on it, then the motion would be to “postpone indefinitely.”
