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House rules allocate a minimum time of 15 minutes for an electronic 
vote, and the chair has discretionary authority either to close the vote after 
the expiration of 15 minutes or to keep the vote open, perhaps to allow 
additional time for lawmakers to get to the floor or for party leaders to 
persuade reluctant members to vote their way. The voting period ends when 
the chair announces the final result. Rules changes made during the last 
three decades now permit the Speaker to postpone votes on many questions 
for up to two days. The Speaker often schedules a series of votes that are 
clustered one after another. The power to postpone and cluster votes affords 
the Speaker additional control over the House schedule and enhances the 
flexibility and predictability of legislative proceedings. To save time when 
the House is going to cast a series of votes by electronic device, the Speaker 
may reduce to 5 minutes the minimum time allowed for electronic votes, 
provided the first vote in the series is a 15-minute vote. Sometimes the time 
for votes is reduced to 2 minutes. 

House rules require members to vote unless they have a conflict of inter-
est, but this requirement is not enforced through any procedural mecha-
nism. In general, members detest missing votes. When they are unavoidably 
absent, members usually will offer an explanation in the Congressional 
Record regarding their whereabouts or their position on the issue. House 
rules also permit what are called “live” pairs, a rarely used procedure. The 
practice of live pairs is an informal agreement

between one Member who is present and voting and another on the opposite 
side of the question, who is absent. . . . By agreement, the voting Member with-
draws his vote and records himself as ‘present’ by submitting an amber “pres-
ent” card.12

A live pair subtracts one vote, yea or nay, from the final tally and could 
influence the outcome of closely contested issues. Although rarely used, a 
live pair was in play when the House passed a major Medicare reform bill 

In the Committee of the Whole. Three methods of voting are available 
in this forum: voice, division, and recorded. The constitutional yea and 
nay votes are not permitted in this forum. A request for a recorded vote in 
the Committee—where a quorum is 100 members—is obtained when it is 
supported by at least 25 lawmakers (the member who asked for the recorded 
vote counts as part of the tally). If there are few members in the chamber, a 
member may say, “Mr. (or Madam) Chairman, I request a recorded vote and, 
pending that, I make a point of order that a quorum is not present.” Once the 
chair determines that a quorum is not present, there could be an immediate 
quorum call and the member who requested the recorded vote can ask 24 
other colleagues to support his request as they come onto the floor. In practice, 
the chair of the Committee of the Whole postpones further proceedings on the 
vote, and when they are renewed at a time that has been announced, a member 
can usually obtain sufficient support for a recorded vote. 


