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Executive Summary
Meeting Minutes are the official record of what occurred at a meeting. They protect against li-

ability, provide evidence of decisions, and create a clear list of actions and next steps. Minutes 

play a crucial role on both sides of the board table – executives and directors. Minutes provide 

the evidence that management has delivered the information directors need to provide effective 

oversight, while also documenting that the directors have fulfilled their duty to make decisions 

that will successfully guide the organization. 

When people first start taking Minutes, they are often thrust into the situation with little formal 

training or support. Unfortunately, learning “on the job” risks mistakes that could have legal 

implications. It doesn’t have to be this way. Here, we set out to answer the most common ques-

tions about meeting Minutes, provide a template for use, and offer concrete tips to make your 

meeting Minutes more effective.
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If a meeting takes place and there are no Minutes, did the 
meeting happen? These and other questions can occupy 
the mind of the Corporate Secretary as they contemplate 
writing yet another set of Minutes. People who attend 
meetings often will say that ‘they know exactly what 
was decided,” but when asked, a slightly different story 
will be heard from each attendee. Meeting Minutes can 
help eliminate discrepancies. The Corporate Secretary 
uses professional skills to listen, write, and finesse the 
discussions into a clear and concise written record, or 
Minutes, of the meeting. 

Minutes play a crucial role on both sides of the board 
table – executives and directors. Minutes provide the 
evidence that management has delivered the information 
directors need to provide effective oversight, while 
also documenting that the directors have fulfilled their 
duty to make decisions that will successfully guide the 
organization.

The sands of time pass quickly through the hourglass, 
but for the Corporate Secretary, sitting through meeting 
after meeting can feel like the never-ending day: same 
meeting, different day…different day, same meeting. The 
‘sands’ for a Corporate Secretary are extremely important. 
There is professional skill in listening, synthesizing, and 
recording the proceedings in a neutral and standardized 
way. If taking Minutes is the Achilles Heel of a Corporate 
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Secretary, maybe re-casting that role from note-taker to 
architect can help shift his or her mindset. The Corporate 
Secretary takes notes, and then designs them into an 
architecture that binds everyone together – protecting 
against liability, evidencing decisions, and providing a 
clear list of action for follow-up. 

Referencing the Secretary’s authority to write the Minutes 
can highlight this role for all involved – consider citing 
the by-law, policy, or other source that gives him or her 
the authority to create the Minutes. 

If you have reviewed Minutes from other organizations, you 
have likely witnessed many different styles and formats. 
There is no ‘right’ style or structure – just like all elements 
of a governance framework, the Minutes should reflect 
the needs, culture, and style of the organization and its 
board. Resources are important. Avoid copying examples 

WHO IS RESPONSIBLE FOR MEETING MINUTES? 

When it comes to Minutes, and who is responsible for them, it will vary with 
the nature of your organization. In a larger organization, there may be a 
corporate secretary to oversee the minutes process, but the actual notes 
may be drafted by other governance or administrative staff – at least in 
their draft version. 

In a small business or not-for-profit, it may be the CEO or Executive Director 
who drafts the minutes, or, approves the draft after their Executive 
Assistant completes most of the work. Other configurations abound. Assess 
what makes sense and build your process to match it. 

The Corporate Secretary 
takes notes, and then 
designs them into an 
architecture that binds 
everyone together
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from other organizations if your organization does not 
have the capacity to execute the same style effectively and 
consistently. An organization with a Corporate Secretary 
and a governance staff of 5 will have more resources 
available than a Corporate Secretary who is working as 
a team of one.  Extra resources might allow the creation 
of Minutes with fancy presentation formats, multi-lingual 
versions, or ‘nice to have’ content such as paragraph 
flags that provide background information for each 
decision item. Identify the ‘must have’ components of 
your organization, then add in other elements if and 
when you are able to do so.

Minutes should reflect the 
needs, culture, and style of 
your organization and its 
board.

6 www.passageways.com | www.boardconcierge.ca

EVERYTHING YOU NEED TO KNOW ABOUT MEETING MINUTES



There are several components to meeting Minutes that are 
essential to all organizations. Frequently, each industry 
or business sector may have additional requirements 
related to specific legislation, regulations, stakeholder 
expectations, or historical practice.

There are three basic elements to creating effective 
meeting Minutes: The formatting of the Minutes, the 
accounting of who was there, and the body of the Minutes 
themselves. All three elements are critical to ensuring 
the Minutes perform their function – protecting against 
liability, evidencing decisions, and providing a clear list 
of actions and next steps.

Download Free Meeting Minutes Template

1. Format

At a minimum, Minutes should contain an official header 
that clearly outlines the date, time, place, and type of 
meeting. To offer visually rich information or additional 
context, use your organization’s logo and branding, 
include a statement about confidentiality/security, or 
add notations that reflect the organization’s practices. 
Use the same format consistently for all Minutes.

How To Write Effective 
Meeting Minutes

There are three basic 
elements to creating 
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there, and the body of the 
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2. Attendance

The second basic component of the Minutes is the 
attendance. Documenting attendance isn’t just an 
administrative exercise, it is important that the board 
record reflects who planned to attend, and who actually 
attended. This makes it clear which directors were present, 
and which absent, when decisions were made. In the 
event of litigation or other issues, this could become 
very important evidence. Accurate attendance records 
are also important from a tracking perspective, over time. 
Investors and/or other stakeholders may be interested in 
monitoring the attendance habits of directors to ensure 
that they are fulfilling their duties and obligations.

Use as much detail as you like but ensure that the names 
of those intended to be present are listed, and those 
who are absent are recorded. If anyone is participating 
remotely via telephone or videoconference, note it. Titles 
can be included if you have the time – the more robust 
the corporate record, the easier it will be when someone 
requests research into the historical board records

Once attendance has been recorded, transition into the 
main body of the Minutes with an Opening of Meeting 
paragraph that notes the time the meeting begins, the 
person in the Chair, and the person taking Minutes.

3. Body

The body of the Minutes will generally have two main 
components – administrative and substantive business. 
Most meetings pass quickly through the administrative 
business of approving the Agenda, approving the previous 

Eensure that the names 
of those intended to be 
present are listed, and 
those who are absent are 
recorded.

The body of the Minutes 
will generally have 
two main components 
– administrative and 
substantive business.
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Minutes, and perhaps approving a Consent Agenda, if 
used in your organization.

A Consent Agenda covers routine business that the board 
can acknowledge with one motion – saving valuable 
meeting time for more substantive topics. These agendas 
are usually made up of recurring or administrative items 
that aren’t expected to generate discussion or debate. 
Examples might be information updates from volunteer 
or advisory committees, ‘notices’ such as quarterly lists of 
contracts over a threshold amount, or regular monthly HR 
reports summarizing staffing changes in the organization. 
Basically, 

The substantive business will come next, and include 
items that require more robust oversight, discussion, 
and/or decision. Examples could be the approval of the 
financial statements, endorsement of new service or 
product initiatives, risk management briefings, formal 
resolutions, or reports from standing committees 
containing recommendations for board approval. 

Lastly, the substance of your Minutes may contain a 
‘special’ component depending on the type of meeting and 
your board’s annual work plan. This could be an annual 
strategy session, presentation from senior staff, or briefing 
from outside experts. You may wish to differentiate this 
section with special formatting.

For each item in the Minutes, there should be a paragraph 
with a heading or rubric. A record of any decision should 
be included, or if no specific action was taken, simply 
a note of the item of business was discussed, briefing 
received, document tabled, etc. Depending on time and 
resources, background information can be added, such 
as the authority under which the board is examining the 

For each item in the 
Minutes, there should be a 
paragraph with a heading 
or rubric. A record of any 
decision should be included, 
or if no specific action was 
taken, simply a note of 
the item of business was 
discussed, briefing received, 
document tabled, etc.
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issue or topic, the last time the board reviewed this item, 
previous decision, or other relevant information that 
documents the larger context. All decisions should be 
documented, including informal agreements of general 
consent, regular motions, and formal resolutions. 

In most cases, the Minutes should reflect what was done, 
not what was said by individuals. It is rarely necessary, 
unless requested by a Director or the Chair, to name an 
individual Director in the Minutes. However, if Directors 
ask questions during the meeting, it is sound practice 
to note that questions were asked with a list of the 
subjects inquired about. Best practices are found in the 
creation of evidence with consistent formats, language, 
and procedures at every meeting. Include time notations 
when important or divisive topics are discussed – the 
time notation against the agenda gives future readers 
an idea of how long the discussion continued. This could 
prove useful for showing the board’s due diligence in 
the performance of its duties.

In most cases, the Minutes 
should reflect what was 
done, not what was said 
by individuals. It is rarely 
necessary, unless requested 
by a Director or the Chair, to 
name an individual Director 
in the Minutes.

TIPS FOR WRITING GOOD MINUTES

Who Was There: One of the most important aspects of Minutes is creating 
a record of everyone that was in attendance. It is a vital record that 
demonstrates the directors are meeting their fiduciary duty. 

Every Action Matters: Meetings Minutes should track actions, from 
conception through to completion or abandonment. What, Why, How: The 
primary question minutes should answer is what was discussed, the reasons 
decisions were made, and action items that will be completed in pursuit of 
those decisions. 

Minutes Should be Readable: Meeting Minutes should be free of acronyms, 
jargon, and industry speak. Avoid acronyms, jargon, and industry speak.it. 
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Minutes are often something that we all put off for another 
day. We delay and delay since Minutes can seem time-
consuming and tedious. However, with the right mindset 
and day-to-day practices, writing the Minutes can be a 
well-managed recurring task that isn’t as daunting as 
seems. Using consistent formats will mean that one year’s 
documents can be setup as draft versions for the next. 
The main skeletal outline, headers, and format should 
always be similar. Simply open previous year documents 
on-screen, and work in a new version. There is much that 
can be cut and pasted into the current year version as 
a base for the new text. 

There is still a final step to take before the Minutes are 
ready to act as evidence of the board record - signing the 
Minutes. This is the step that formalizes the Corporate 
Secretary’s vital role in certifying that the record of 
proceedings is accurate and reflects in good faith 
the discussions and decisions of the board. In some 
organizations, the Board Chair may also sign the Minutes. 
It is a good practice for the Board Chair not to sign any 
Minutes until after the Corporate Secretary has signed 
them. That way, the Board Chair is assured of signing 
the correct version.  

 

How To Finalize Meeting 
Minutes
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OnBoard is the only third generation board portal solution. A true multi-device capable mobile 
platform, collaboration enhancing, highly integrated, meeting productivity tool that puts all 
these capabilities in the hands of directors with an extremely intuitive, easy to jump in and 
learn user interface. And unlike older board portals, OnBoard can be test driven with a free, 
no strings attached, full feature trial. The leap from print or the first generation of digital to a 
3rd generation leader, OnBoard, has never been easier.

Ask about a full-feature, free trial today!

NEXT GEN BOARD PORTAL

www.passageways.com | 765.535.1882 | more@passageways.com

OnBoard 
Next Gen Board Meeting Software

US | UK | Canada
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