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The voting reform and 
election science 

communities are in 
consensus about the 
many problems we 

face, the fact that the 
current system is 
broken, and our 

fundimental goals as 
a movement.



Divided and Conquered  =  The “Spoiler Effect”
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Two Candidates Only : Fair 
Election

More Than Two : Unfair 
Advantage

Traditional Choose-One Plurality and Ranked Choice 
Voting both suffer from frequent vote splitting



The more candidates on your side 
the less power your vote has

Fully Powerful Voter

½  as Powerful Voter

⅓  as Powerful Voter



Voting methods which have vote splitting fail to 
deliver an equally weighted vote to all voters. 

This is the legal definition of one-person-one-vote. 

RCV, has been found to be unconstitutional before, 
and could be challenged on these grounds again. 

STAR Voting, Approval, Score, Condorcet, and many 
other voting methods do guarantee an equally 

weighted vote to all. 



5 Pillars of a Good Voting Method:
Simple: easy to understand, easy to tabulate, easy to 
implement, easy to audit.

Honest: safe to vote your conscience.

Expressive: voters able to express their full opinion.

Accurate: winners accurately reflect the will of the people.

Equal: The system does not put some types of voters at an 
unfair advantage.



RCV seems much 
simpler than it is. 

Yes. Ranking a few 
candidates is easy. 

Understanding the 
tabulation and it's 

implications is 
anything but. 



Ranked Choice (IRV) elections are counted in elimination rounds where 
votes are transferred to the next choice available. 
Depending on the order of elimination or other factors some ballots can not 
be transferred and are not counted in the final round.

Results from Maine's Democratic Gubernatorial Primary: the state's first election using Ranked Choice 



Exhausted ballots: The grey stream represents undervotes, spoiled ballots, and 
exhausted ballots which were not counted in the deciding round. 

On average in RCV elections exhausted ballots represent just over 10% of ballots cast. In 
many cases (incuding here) that's enough to have flipped the election results. 



DETAIL OF EXHAUSTED BALLOTS

These ballots were not counted 
in the deciding round, despite 
being numerous enough to 
have flipped the election. 

Analysis of full candidate 
rankings showed that 
Montroll was actually 
preferred over all others. 

Wright lost, but his voters never 
had their 2nd choices counted.

Kiss won, despite not being 
the preferred candidate. 

Flow Chart of 2009 Burlington IRV Mayoral Election

Winner



Q: Ok, but how common are these sideways outcomes in RCV?

A: ● Many RCV elections only publish the ballot data from the 
rankings which were actually counted, not the full data set. 

● What we do know is that the more often we have competitive 
elections or multiple viable parties competing, the more often 
these system failures are likely to occur.

● Modeling shows these failures are likely to occur around 15% 
of the time in elections with 3 competitive candidates 

● Those odds get worse the more candidates are competitive. 



Abstract
It has long been recognized that Instant Runoff Voting (IRV) 
suffers from a defect known as nonmonotonicity, wherein 
increasing support for a candidate among a subset of voters 
may adversely affect that candidate's election outcome. The 
expected frequency of this type of behavior, however, 
remains an open and important question, and limited access 
to detailed election data makes it difficult to resolve 
empirically. In this paper, we develop a spatial model of 
voting behavior to approach the question theoretically. We 
conclude that monotonicity failures in three-candidate IRV 
elections may be much more prevalent than widely 
presumed (results suggest a lower bound estimate of 15 % 
for competitive elections). In light of these results, those 
seeking to implement a fairer multi-candidate election 
system should be wary of adopting IRV.

“[IRV] can cause spoilers in up to 1 in 5 
elections or worse when there are more 
candidates according to expert analysis.”

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/258164743_Frequency_of_monotonicity_failure_under_Instant_Runoff_Voting_Estimates_based_on_a_spatial_model_of_elections
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/258164743_Frequency_of_monotonicity_failure_under_Instant_Runoff_Voting_Estimates_based_on_a_spatial_model_of_elections
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/258164743_Frequency_of_monotonicity_failure_under_Instant_Runoff_Voting_Estimates_based_on_a_spatial_model_of_elections


https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0261379414001395

Abstract
Some proponents of municipal election reform advocate 
for the adoption of Instant Runoff Voting (IRV), a method 
that allows voters to rank multiple candidates according to 
their preferences. Although supporters claim that IRV is 
superior to the traditional primary-runoff election system, 
research on IRV is limited. We analyze data taken from 
images of more than 600,000 ballots cast by voters in four 
recent local elections. We document a problem known as 
ballot “exhaustion,” which results in a substantial number 
of votes being discarded in each election. As a result of 
ballot exhaustion, the winner in all four of our cases 
receives less than a majority of the total votes cast, a 
finding that raises serious concerns about IRV and 
challenges a key argument made by the system's 
proponents.





"Higher counts of overvotes were also 
found, at times, among San Francisco 
communities with more Latino residents 
(Neely and Cook 2008), something shown in 
a similar analysis of voters in Los Angeles 
(Sinclair and Alvarez 2004), and in areas 
with more foreignborn residents."
"What has not changed is the nature of the 
discrepancies in who tends to overvote: 
consistently, precincts where more 
African-Americans reside are more likely to 
collect overvoted, voided ballots. And this 
often occurs where more Latino, elderly, 
foreign-born, and less wealthy folks live. 
The additional years of data show no 
meaningful increase or decline in these 
tendencies but rather bolster the earlier 
study’s findings. In all of the elections we 
examined, some voters were more at risk 
than others of making disqualifying errors.

https://escholarship.org/content/qt8tm3s6hz/qt8tm3s6hz_noSplash_a5e40f23074e40a0b8a0be92279918ae.pdf

The controversy surrounding the 2000 U.S. presidential race fueled a variety of efforts to 
improve the administration of elections. Activists, benefiting from that momentum, 
pushed for reform and found some purchase at the local level in San Francisco, 
California. Proposition A passed in a 2002 March primary and replaced a two-round 
runoff system with instant-runoff voting (IRV).1 Since then IRV has been used to elect 
their local officials. As the largest and longest-running application of IRV in the States, 
this serves as both a vanguard on the reform front and a test case for interested parties.2 
One concern in the discussion of any electoral reform is how well the public will 
understand a new system and what that implies for the equality of political voice. This is 
our focus. It is a question that continues to echo from the sidewalk cafes to the corridors 
of city hall in San Francisco. Concerns about the fairness of IRV led at least four 
jurisdictions to repeal similar reforms shortly after enacting them: Burlington, VT 
(2006–2009), Cary, NC (2007–2009), Pierce County, WA (2006–2009), Aspen, CO 
(2009). 



"these election results were compiled from 96 races 
where more than one round of tabulation occurred."





COMMON OVERSOLD CLAIMS UNDERMINE THE 
MOVEMENT AND PIT REFORMERS AGAINST EACHOTHER

FACT CHECK:

● False: Majority wins

● False: No wasted votes 

● False: Eliminates Spoilers and vote-splitting

● False: Upheld by it's sucessful track record  

● False: If your favorite is eliminated your next 
choice will be counted

A quick Google search of "Spoiler, Ranked Choice" 
yields many of the false claims which trace back to 

Fair Vote but are now pervasive

FairVote's Executive Director Rob Richie has been 
notorious for false claims, and "spin" for decades





Ranked Choice Results are Confusing and Not Transparent



The science has been clear that we can do better than RCV since the beginning, and 
many alternatives have been proposed, but until recently none delivered on all the 

key goals without sacrificing other priorities. 



That changed with the invention of STAR Voting... 

STAR stands for "Score Then Automatic Runoff." 
A hybrid of the ranked and rated voting proposals, 

STAR is more than the sum of it's parts! 

Instant 
Runoff 
Voting 

aka Ranked 
Choice

Score 
Voting

+ =

A 5 star ballot shows both level of support, and preference order.  STAR 
delivers on the goals of both camps while addressing valid criticisms.

Score Then Automatic Runoff



Instant Runoff Voting

Rate Candidates:

Rank your candidates. 
You can’t give the same ranking twice

First choice votes are counted and the candidate who 
came in last place is eliminated. This process continues in 

tournament style rounds. In each round, ballots for the 
eliminated candidate are reallocated to the voter’s next 

remaining choice, if possible. If the next choice has already 
been eliminated then the ballot is ‘exhausted’ and does 

not count in subsequent rounds. 

Voter
Instructions

Tabulation

st nd rd th
Rate Candidates:

4







In the voting reform space FairVote in particular is notorious for 
oversold and false claims and sabotaging 'competing' reforms.

Promises to do better or work in solidarity like this one are often broken, 
despite the best efforts of some RCV activists who try to raise the bar. 

In 2017 Equal Vote convened a forum for 
leaders of different advocacy groups to 
heal bad blood and better work together. 
FairVote, Center For Election Science, 
Represent.Us, and others were included. 
We found consensus on many points 
with all other groups, and Equal Vote and 
others agreed to edit materials and 
change some talking points as 
requested, but FairVote refused to walk 
back false claims or commit to correcting 
the record when false points are shared.





Strategic voting is almost 3 
times as likely to work as to 
backfire in IRV. 

Strategic voting isn’t 
effective in STAR

Voting Method Gameability:
Ratio of when strategic voting works compared 

to when strategic voting backfires

Strategic voting is 17 times 
as likely to work as backfire 
in Plurality Voting

Source: http://electology.github.io/vse-sim/VSE/   Captions added for clarity.
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http://electology.github.io/vse-sim/VSE/




When people are fairly presented with the case for all three options 
STAR Voting comes in as the preferred option most of the time. 

Even if Choose-One Plurality Voting is used. STAR is RCV 2.0



Expressive

Choose-One
Voting

Condorcet 
Methods

Equal

Score
Voting

Honest

Accurate

Approval
Voting

Simple

STAR 
Voting

Ranked 
Choice

5 Pillars of a Good Voting Method:
A Venn Diagram

The key to great representation is in the ingredients

Simple: easy to understand, easy 
to tabulate, easy to implement.

Honest: safe to vote your 
conscience.

Expressive: voters able to 
express their full opinion.

Accurate: winners accurately 
reflect the will of the people.

Equal: The system does not put 
some types of voters at an unfair 
advantage.


