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Engage         
Forms of Decision Making 
 

• Majority: This is where decisions are made by voting and the majority wins. 
• Minority: Minority decision-making usually takes the form of a sub-committee of a larger 

group that investigates information and makes recommendations for action. 
• Averaging: This is where people bargain and negotiate a middle position. 
• Expert: Where someone with expert knowledge or experience in a particular area makes a 

recommendation to a group responsible for a decision and the group follows their 
recommendations. 

• Authority rule without discussion: This is where there is usually no room for discussion; like 
predetermined decisions handed down from higher authority. 

• Consensus: Everyone is given the chance to voice their opinions and it is discussed until they 
eventually agree on the outcome. 

 

Explaining the Quaker Business Method 
 
The Quaker business method is similar to consensus decision making, but also seeks ‘the will of 
God’, this means trying to find out what it is that God wants us to do. Some people prefer to say that 
we are trying to find the ‘feeling of the meeting’. This is about discovering the right answer for the 
group at that moment in time rather than just what everyone agrees with. It will not be the choice of 
the loudest person, or even necessarily what most people say they want. Sometimes the quietest 
idea might be the right way forward. Sometimes we may need to forget what we said we wanted. 
We might change our mind or see things differently when we reflect on them in a Meeting for 
Worship for Business. 
 
The meeting starts with a period of silence before a Friend or the Clerk introduces an issue or 
question for the meeting to think about. There will then be time for questions to help understand 
more about the issue being considered or what the problem is. Following this there is an open time 
for contributions (ministry). If someone wants to speak they should stand and wait for the Clerks to 
ask them to. The process is not a debate or a discussion, you should not interrupt or respond to 
what someone else has said, unless it is a direct question. If someone gives ministry that is (almost) 
exactly what you planned to say, then it might be appropriate to say ‘That Friend speaks my mind’. 
 
When the Clerks feel that there is a sense of unity in the meeting, they will write a minute reflecting 
this and present this to the meeting and ask if the minute is acceptable. There will then be time to 
make changes. This is the time to say if you think that the Clerks have left out something important 
that the meeting has been thinking about, it might be something someone else had said rather than 
just repeating your own opinion. After the time for suggested changes the Clerks may present an 
altered minute. There is no voting, if you are happy with the minute it is customary to say ‘I hope so’.
Quakers say this in a business meeting as a term of agreement that shows it is only our best feeling 
on the matter as we cannot know for certain.  
 
The Quaker business method works best when everyone remains open-minded, considerate and 
sensitive to others. It is everyone’s job to listen respectfully to others and to 'the promptings of love 
and truth in your heart'. Even if you disagree strongly with another contribution, listen as patiently as 
you can, knowing that you will be heard in the same spirit. Everyone has a responsibility to support 
or ‘uphold’ the Clerks and the meeting – whether by trying to be clear when they speak or by 
listening carefully and keeping quiet when the Clerks are writing a minute or trying to summarise.  
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Engage      Quaker Business Method Quiz 

1. How do Quakers consider an issue? 
a. Have a debate 
b. Try to find the sense of the meeting/the will of God 
c. Argue until someone gives way 

 
 
2. Whose opinion is most important? 

a. The Clerks 
b. The loudest person 
c. Everyone’s thoughts should be considered equally 

 
 
3. If you want to speak should you…. 

a. Stand and wait for the clerks to ask you to speak 
b. Shout until everyone listens 
c. Cough loudly until people realise that you want to say something 

 
 
4. When someone speaks in a Quaker business meeting do you 

a. Stand up straight away and say what you think 
b. Shout ‘that’s a load of rubbish’ 
c. Wait and allow a short silence so people can think about what has been said 

 
 
5. What is a minute? 

a. The length of time Quakers take to make a decision 
b. A reflection of contributions and an attempt to express a sense of the meeting 
c. The Clerks opinion 

 
 
6. When a minute is read, the Clerks ask if people accept it what should you do? 

a. Say ‘ I hope so’ 
b. Have a vote 
c. Say ‘Yes that’s right’ 

 
 
7. How are decisions made? 

a. Vote yes or no 
b. The loudest group wins 
c. The Clerk try to summarise people’s contributions in a minute 
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Respond  
This is a role play exploring the process of discernment 

Introduction 
Introduce and explain what the session is about (an introduction to discernment and a role play) and 
what you hope they will gain from the session (an awareness of how Quakers make decisions). 
Explain the scenario and the roles (see Additional Sheets 6.D & 6.E for the scenario and role 
descriptions). Photocopy or print off enough copies of the scenario and role cards for the group. 
 
Hand out the scenario cards and role cards. Do not let people know who is taking on which role. 
Groups could be supported by an adult if needed. 

• Sam 
• Clerks 
• Elders 
• Friends supportive of Sam 
• Friends with various doubts and concerns 
• Friends with worries about the impact on Sam’s Family 
• Other members of the Meeting 

 
 
Small Group Preparation Time 
Give out a scenario card to everyone and role cards to individuals as appropriate. Encourage 
individuals and groups to prepare themselves for the Meeting for Worship for Business. They should 
read through the cards and think about the scenario and their particular point of view. Let the groups 
know how much time they will have for this. 
 
 
Meeting for Worship for Business 
This should start with an introduction and explanation from the Clerks (they can use the explanation 
on Sheet 6.A to help them) and a reading from Quaker Faith and Practice. Sam should then be 
given the opportunity to present his/her concern to the meeting and ask for the support of the 
meeting. The clerks should then give time for people to ask questions. The matter should then be 
put before meeting with time for people to minister. After a while the clerks should draw this to a 
close and draft a minute that expresses the sense of the meeting on this issue. The clerks should 
then read the minute and ask if the meeting agrees that it is a true reflection of the group’s 
discernment of the matter before it. There should be a chance for changes to the minute. 
 
Debrief 
Ask each character how they felt about their role?  
What did they observe other people doing? 
Was there anything that anyone else did that they found difficult?  
What did they feel about the minute in the end?  
Do they have any observations on the process? 
Is there anything that they would do differently if they did it again? 
Ask people to go round and re-introduce themselves by their actual names. 
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Respond         Discernment Role Play continued 

Scenario 
 
Sam Friendly has a concern that he/she wishes to bring to their meeting and to ask for the 
meeting’s support. They would like to protest against the building of the new Trident nuclear 
submarine by chaining themselves to the railings of Downing Street. They would like the public 
support of the meeting, although they wish to act alone and would be the only person actually 
chained to the railings. There are Friends in meeting that support Sam’s action but others have 
doubts. The meeting must decide if it is going to support Sam’s action. 
 
 

Role cards 
 
Clerks (two people are needed to be clerks) 
It is the Clerks role to guide the meeting in its discernment of the issue and to write a minute. 
In your preparation time you will need to think about how you will introduce the meeting, will you 
give a reading from Quaker Faith & Practice? Will you say anything? You need to think about how 
you will ask people to speak, will they need to they stand, who will take notes? What will you do if 
people start arguing or shouting at each other, if things become heated what will you do/say? When 
it comes to writing the minute will you do this together? Who will read it to the meeting? You will 
need to put the draft minute before the meeting and then wait for people’s comments. 
 
 
Elders (two people are needed to be elders) 
It is the Elders job to support the Clerks. You will need to think about this (and talk to the clerks) 
about how you might do this. What will you do if people start arguing or shouting at each other, if 
things become heated what will you do/say? You also need to be aware of the feelings of all Friends 
and ensure that no group or individual is being ignored or shouted down. 
 
 
Sam Friendly (one person is needed to be Sam) 
You want to protest against the building of the nuclear submarine because you are a Quaker and a 
pacifist. In order to witness to your beliefs you want to chain yourself to the railings of Downing 
Street. You want to make it clear during your protest that you are a Quaker. You want to act alone 
and would be the only person actually chained to the railings. You need to explain to the meeting: 

• What exactly you want to do  
• Why you want to take this action 
• What the basis of your beliefs are 
• How you will make it clear that you’re a Quaker 
• What you might say to people with doubts about what you want to do 
• If you’re prepared to make any compromises in order to have the support of the meeting 
• What support do you want the meeting to give you (spiritual, emotional, financial) 
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Respond         Discernment Role Play continued 
 

Role Cards (continued) 
 
Supportive Friends 
You are supportive of Sam’s proposed action. Your role is to help Sam prepare his/her presentation 
to the meeting and to prepare answers to questions people may ask, especially from people who 
have doubts about what Sam wants to do. You need to think about your own personal reasons for 
supporting Sam’s action, think about the ways in which you personally might support Sam and in 
what ways you might ask the meeting to support him/her. 
 
 
Friends with doubts 
You are concerned about Sam’s proposed action. You are concerned that he/she hasn’t thought out 
the consequences of these actions. 
You may be concerned that: 

• the action might be bad publicity for Quakers and for your meeting  
• the protest will become violent 
• there may be damage to public property 
• that Sam might be arrested 
• if Sam goes to prison there will be dire consequences 

You need to think about how you will raise your concerns appropriately, what questions you might 
ask, what assurances you might need to support Sam’s action. What changes to the proposed 
action would you like to see in order to support the action? What support do you feel the meeting 
might give? 
 
 
Friends with worries about the impact on Sam’s Family 
You are concerned about Sam’s proposed action and want to know what the impact on his/her 
family due to the consequences his/her actions could be. Does Sam have children? Who will look 
after them? Does Sam have family that need him/her? Will he/she have to give up his/her job or 
education to do this, and if so how will this impact on the rest of his/her life? You need to think 
about how you will raise your concerns appropriately, what questions you might ask, what 
assurances you might need to support Sam’s action. What changes to the proposed action would 
you like to see in order to support the action? What support do you feel the meeting could give? 
 
 
Other members of the Meeting 
You are members of the meeting who are not particular supporters of Sam, neither do you have 
specific concerns. You may still want to ask questions, so think about what questions you might 
ask. Some of you may not have even met Sam before this meeting or may know very little about 
him/her. As with all present you will need to listen carefully. You can obviously minister so you may 
wish to consider the issue at hand and think about what Sam wants to do. 
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Respond  
 
Meeting for Clearness 
Meetings for Clearness should be held in a relaxed atmosphere of trust and it is important that the 
person wanting clearness feels comfortable. There should be one person who makes sure that what 
happens sticks to ‘clearness’ rules. A meeting starts with silent worship before the ‘clearness 
person’ (the person with the question or issue) outlines the issue or question, during this time the 
group members should listen carefully. The group can then ask questions for information or to 
provide more detail. In the second half the focus moves on to possibilities and ideas. To begin this 
the facilitator should ask for responses from the group. These may make suggestions, see other 
options or foresee difficulties in particular courses of actions. People should remain non-directive 
and focused on helping the person rather than providing an answer. 
 
 
Activity 

• Explain simply what a clearness group is – say that everybody can join in. It is important to 
stress that the session needs quiet except when one person is talking. An older young 
person should be the Elder to facilitate the process and be aware of when to check that the 
person seeking clearness may be ready to stop having reached an outcome. Sometimes 
there is no clearness - just more to think about; sometimes there is a move towards 
clearness; sometimes an outcome is very clear. It is not a process to hurry and through it we 
can learn lots about listening, being kind, asking non-directive questions and reflective 
thinking. Remember, there may be an Elder in your meeting who has experience of this and 
could help. 

 
• Ask if anyone in the group has a choice or a decision that they would like some help with. 

This could be anything, from something small like what colour to paint their bedroom to 
something big like which school they’d prefer to go to. This should be real as opposed to 
made up. 

 

• If you are working with a large group you may choose to do this activity in small groups, 
possibly using base groups or similar if your event or group has them. 

 

• Start with a short period of silence, the Elder should remind people that it is a Meeting for 
Worship and they should talk one at a time and be kind and thoughtful in the way they speak. 

 

• The Elder asks the person with the question to outline the issue or question.  
 

• The group can then ask questions for information (e.g. what is your favourite colour, what 
colour are the curtains in your bedroom).  

 

• The Elder then asks for responses and suggestions – reminding people not to be directive for 
example asking ‘what would happen if you painted your room orange, would it clash with the 
carpet?’ rather than saying ‘you should paint it blue’. 

 

• The Elder should bring the process to an end when it seems appropriate. 
 

• Ask people to reflect on the experience and say what it was like. 
 
See Quaker Faith & Practice 12.21-12.25 for more on Meetings for Clearness. 


