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Instant Run-off Voting (Ranked-choice Voting)

A. What is IRV?

Instant Runoff Voting (“IRV”) is a method of selecting the winner of an election for a particular office,
e.g., city council or mayor. It is an alternative to plurality (“winner take all”) and runoff elections. IRV is
oftentimes referred interchangeably as “ranked choice,” “ranked order,” “preferential” or “alternative”
votng.
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B. Can All Cities Implement IRV?
No. Currently only charter cities have the legal authority to implement IRV for municipal elections.
Assembly Bill 1294 (2007) would have empowered general law cities to use IRV, but it was vetoed.

Voters in four charter cities have amended their charters to provide for IRV — San Francisco, Oakland,
San Leandro and Berkeley. Of these, only San Francisco has actually implemented IRV. This is because,
to date, other cities have not acquired approved voting systems to handle IRV.

The voters of Davis, a general law city, recently held an “advisory vote” indicating their support for IRV,
notwithstanding their recognition that as a general law city, Davis could not implement such a system
without prior state authorization.

C. How does IRV Work?

IRV allows voters to rank candidates for a particular office in order of preference, e.g., 1, 2, 3, etc.
Typically the number of “preferences” the voter may make corresponds with the number of candidates
for a particular office.'” In the event the city’s voting system or equipment cannot accommodate the
number of candidates for a given office, San Francisco and Oakland permit the city clerk to limit the
number of preferences that voters can make, provided voters are always given at least 3 preferences.'” If
a voter selects the same candidate more than once, only the initial preference for that candidate will be
counted. As explained below, a voters’ second, third, etc. choice are counted only if their first choice
candidate is eliminated in an instant runoff.

After the ballots are turned in, elections officials tabulate the results using only voters’ first preference. If
any one candidate is the first choice of a majority (greater than 50 percent) of voters, that candidate is
elected to the office in question. Under this scenario, the manner in which voters ranked other candidates
is not considered.

In the event none of the candidates is the first choice of a majority of voters, an “instant runoff” takes
place in which some voters’ second choice is considered. This occurs by eliminating the candidate(s) who
received the fewest “first choice” votes. (Several options exist for dealing with a scenario in which two or
more candidates tie for the lowest number of votes from among the voters’ initial preferences, including
eliminating both candidates or choosing between the candidates by lot)'™ In the vote-off, all voters who
initially preferred the eliminated candidate(s) are then redistributed among the remaining candidates
according to those voters’ second choice. If, after this redistribution of votes, any one candidate holds a
majority of the votes, he or she is declared the winner and the election is over. If none of the candidates
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has won a majority of the votes after the first redistribution of votes, the process described above is
repeated until one candidate does have a majority of the votes.

So, as long as the number of preferences corresponds with the number of candidates, the eventual
winner will have received a majority of the votes. However, if the number of preferences that voters may
indicate on the ballot is less than the number of candidates running for that office, than the possibiity
exists that a candidate could win the election with only 2 plurality (less than 50 percent) of the vote.

D. Write-In Candidates & IRV
The charters of San Francisco and Oakland both expressly provide that the use of IRV shall not interfere

with voters’ ability to write-in candidates on the ballot. Thus, IRV ballots used in San Francisco include a
space under each “choice” for the name of a write-in candidate.

As a legal matter, it is unsettled whether a city could totally bar voters from writing in candidates in IRV
style elections. The United States Supreme Court upheld Hawaii’s prohibition on write-in candidates on
the basis that the other avenues of ballot access that the state provides are sufficient to protect voters
rights under the federal constitution to effectively cast their votes.'” Prior to that case, the California
Supreme Court had struck down San Diego’s prohibition on write-in candidates in the general (but not
primary) elections on the basis that it violated the more expansive protections afforded to voters under
the California Constitution. Recently, however, the California Supreme Court appeared to overrule that
decision, at least in part, when it held that San Francisco’s ban on write-in votes in traditional runoff
elections did not violate the state or federal constitutions. '

E. Voters' Experience with IRV
Duting the November 2004 general election, the first of which San Francisco voters used IRV, San

Francisco State University conducted a survey in an attempt to gage voters’ overall “experience” with
IRV. The results of the SFSU survey revealed that 51.6 percent of voters at the polls and 54.3 percent of
absentee voters responded that they “understood perfectly well” how IRV worked;'” 34.8 percent of
voters at the polls and 35.1 percent of absentee voters reported that they “understood fairly well” how

IRV worked.

On August 27, 2007, Ms. Jill LaVine, County of Sacramento registrar of voters, reported to the
committee that there is currently no voting equipment certified to conduct an instant run-off/rank choice
election. Benefits of this voting process were touted to increase in voter turnout; however, John Arntz,
San Francisco director of elections, believed that quality candidates increase voter turnout, not the
method of voting. According to Ms. LaVige, an extensive public outreach effort was undertaken in San
Francisco and Mr. Arntz stated that the city is still paying for these costs after three years.

Ms. LaVine estimated that a stand-alone runoff election in Elk Grove would cost over $233,000, whereas
a runoff consolidated with a general election would cost $32,000. Voting equipment must be certified at
both the state and federal level, which could take six to 12 months. The cost for federal certification can
be as much as $500,000 and state certification costs estimated to be approximately $400,000. Currently
there are no state-wide uniform codes, policies or procedures for instant run-off voting because they can
only be implemented at a charter city level. When IRV is combined with a regulatly scheduled municipal
election the process requires two ballots. Ms. LaVine stated that she believes that voters can be easily
confused about varying processes and candidates might be concerned about voters understanding of the

system.
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Hypothetically, the estimated costs for implementing an instant runoff voting process within Elk Grove
could be as much as $1 million for equipment, certifications, added staff and voter education.

Committee Input
The following chart outlines the advantages and disadvantages as developed by committee members.

Characteristics

Characteristics for Instant Runoff Voting

Advantages

Disadvantages

Instant runoff voting (IRV) allows voters
to rank candidates for a particular office
in order of preference rather than being
forced to choose only one candidate for
each office.

Would be an advantage in a
race with a large number of
candidates.

Generally ensures the
winning candidate has
majority of votes.

Avoids a runoff election.

Would be a disadvantage if a
voter wanted to only vote for their
first choice candidate.

Could easily lead to voter
confusion and frustration

Elk Grove may not often have a
large number of candidates.
Could "game” the system (e.g.
groups could get together and
collectively agree to vote for
second and third choices to
manipulate system).

The successful candidate may not
have a true “majority” of votes
because it is a hybrid type
system.

IRV has not proven itself as a
cost savings tool.

According to some news articles from
other states and some county elections
officials, IRV may have the potential to
confuse voters.

Nothing was identified.

This characteristic in and of itself
is a disadvantage.

Unlike plurality voting, in IRV elections
a candidate must usually receive a
majority of votes in order to be elected
to a particular office.

Would be an advantage in a
race with a large number of
candidates.

Ensures the winning
candidate has majority of
votes.

Avoids a runoff election.

IRV has not proven itself as a
cost savings tool.

According to the only academic
study/survey conducted in the only
California city to have actually
implemented IRV in the modern era,
approximately three out of four voters
who used it reported that they
understood IRV and had a positive
experience with it.

This characteristic was discussed, but was identified as neither an

advantage nor disadvantage.

Currently, there are no voting tabulation
machines in California that are certified
for use in IRV elections.

Nothing was identified.

Assuming that certified voting
tabulations machines were
available, there could be
significant costs associated with
purchasing the equipment.
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