
Policy, Precedent, Procedure – a primer of sorts 
 
Articles of incorporation create the entity in the first place.  
Bylaws provide structural definition to the enterprise.  
Policies and procedures delineate specific processes for day-to-day operations.  
Precedent is established by virtue of making decisions and taking action.  
 

A Policy is an authoritative statement designed to control many individual 
decisions over time, a course of action or rule adopted for prudence or expediency in 
order to achieve the mission. 

A policy defines 
• the authority required and/or granted,  
• the boundaries set,  
• the responsibilities delegated,  
• and the guidelines established  

      to carry out a function of the congregation: "what" the congregation does, who does 
it, why it is done, under what conditions it is done, and within what parameters it is done.  
 
Policies are written in order  

• to address situations that recur, reducing the need for future decision making.  
• to avoid confusion regarding the appropriate way to behave or the appropriate 

action to be taken. 
• to protect the congregation legally. 
• to keep the congregation in compliance with governmental policies and laws.  
• to establish consistent standards, rules and regulations, and fair treatment.  
• to provide uniform treatment of a situation, thus facilitating continuity of 

operation. Decisions are based on a given policy not on the individual, and each 
situation is thus treated similarly. 

 
➜  You do not need to write a policy for every contingency, every exception to 
accepted and expected behavior. Policy development is for the many not for the few 
exceptions. Conversely, you want to have needed policies in place so that staff and 
volunteers never feel as if they reside in a free-for-all environment.  
 
➜  Policies need to be consistent with the bylaws, and when by-laws already speak to 
a given situation or an aspect of a given situation about which policies are being drafted, 
policies ought to reference such by-laws rather than restate them.   
 
➜  Developing policy is board work. (As opposed to managing day-to-day operations.) 
 
 
Many boards believe they are making policy when they are actually setting 
precedents, making decisions regarding specific, individual events rather than 
crafting a policy to cover future such situations. Precedents are often mistaken for policy 
by congregants. “Last time we chose GA delegates by doing….” “Karl borrowed tables 
last year. I would like to borrow them now.” 



 
➜  Any decision that will control only a one-time event should prompt the board to  
       ask,  

“Does this decision have such wide or lasting implications that it qualifies as an 
exception to the rule that boards should govern by making policy rather than by 
managing the daily work.”  

If the answer is no, then that particular decision does not belong on the board’s agenda.  
Instead ask, “Do we need a policy we don’t have, or a change to one we do?” 

 
➜  The board should clearly identify whether any motion it adopts is meant to be a 
policy or not.  
 

 

Procedures tell "how" a task is done.  
A procedure is a detailed listing of each step taken to complete a job: specific conduct, 
methods, routines, processes, and actions used to complete tasks and comply with 
policies. This detail helps employees and volunteers understand what is expected of them 
and takes the guess work out of performing job duties. A written policy sets the 
expectation for employee and volunteer behaviors and the procedure outlines the steps 
for it.  
➜  Write policy first, then write the procedures.  
Procedures are normally tied to policies, but may simply be an instruction sheet on how 
to do something - like the procedure for changing the toner in the copy machine. 
 
 
Policy and procedures, if properly applied, become invaluable for identifying and 
assigning responsibilities, keeping a quality level of performance throughout the 
congregation, and protecting the congregation and its leaders as a whole. 
 
The congregation’s policies and procedures should be kept in a manual available for the 
church administration to access at any time. If a question arises, the manual should have 
policies to lead and guide anyone through a crisis. 
 

 

Current UUFB Policies (on the UUFB website 4/14/2016) 
Affinity Group Guidelines 
Building Use Responsibilities 
Closing Routine 
Donated Property Policy 
Endowment Fund Policy 
Facilities Use and Rental Policy 
Feasibility Criteria for Board Endorsement 2014 
Safe Congregation Policy 
Use of UUFB E Mail List and Congregational Communication 

  
Drawn from Governance and Ministry by Dan Hotchkiss, the UUA Website, and a few other 
unidentified web sources. 


