Robert’s Rules of Order

Abstain vs. Pass

Last month’s topic on Robert’s Rules of Order dealt with voting order.  In a continuation of that subject, this month we will talk about the difference between abstaining and passing when roll call voting.  

According to Robert’s, when roll call voting “Each member, as his name is called, responds in the affirmative or negative… If he does not wish to vote, he answers present (or abstain).  If he is not ready to vote, but wishes to be called on again after the roll call has been completely called, he answers pass.” (§ 45, on page 406).
A vote to abstain simply means that the person did not want to vote one way or another.  An abstention is frequently used when a member of a governing body has a conflict of interest and does not want to (or cannot under the conflict of ethics law) weigh in.  An abstention is recorded in the minutes as just that – an abstention.  It may have the effect of a negative vote in that there may not be enough affirmative votes for a motion to pass, but it is not recorded in the minutes as negative vote.
Passing on the other hand means that a member just hasn’t yet made up his or her mind and wants a few more moments to decide.  The council member, commissioner or alderman will say “pass” and the recorder will proceed through the rest of the roll call.  At the end of the roll call the recorder will go back to the person that passed and read his or her name again.  
