Instant Runoff Voting

More Choices – Real Winners

What is Instant Run Off Voting?
Instant Runoff Voting is a run off voting method – with benefits for democracy.

In IRV election voters rank their choices 1,2,3.  If one candidate does not receive a majority of #1 votes, there is a “run-off”.  Votes for the lowest candidates are eliminated.  That candidate’s votes are given to the candidate ranked next on a ballot.  As soon as one candidate meets the majority threshold, there is a winner.
Is IRV something new?

Not really.  Instant Runoff Voting was proposed in the 19th century by a political science professor a MIT.  It’s hardly “MIT” material.  All the voter does is rank their choices one, two, three.  Counting the votes isn’t that much more complicated.  
Who uses it?
IRV is used in countries with elections similar to ours like Ireland, Australia, New Zealand and England.   For example:

· Ireland uses IRV to elect its President.  It uses a proportional voting for its Parliament.
· Australia uses IRV to elect its National Congress.  It uses a proportional method for its Senate.
· New Zealand elects half its Parliament with IRV.  The other half comes from proportional voting
· The Mayor London is elected with IRV.   Most of England still uses plurality voting like us.
· San Francisco has adopted IRV for their city elections.
· American Political Science Association uses it to elect their president.
Is this proportional voting?

No.  IRV is a majority vote method.  It is only used in elections that have one winner – like President, Governor, Mayor or districts elections like Congress or a state legislature.  
Choose Your Favorite Ice Cream

Plurality Voting



Majority Vote-IRV
You Get One Choice



You Rank Your Choices
Chocolate

_____



__2 _
Strawberry
_____



__3__

Coffee

__X__



__1 _
Vanilla

_____



_____

Let’s say there are 100 voters in this ice cream election.  After the #1 votes are counted these are the results –


Vanilla


31


Chocolate


26


Black Raspberry

23


Coffee


20

Under regular plurality voting, Vanilla wins with 31% of the vote.  Regardless of the fact that more than two-thirds of voters voted for another flavor.

In IRV since no flavor won a majority outright, there is a “run off”.   Coffee gets dropped.  This Coffee ballot would go to the Chocolate column.  Other Coffee ballots would go to their 2nd choices.  And so on until one flavor has the consensus majority.
For the election officials it does take more work to count with IRV but not that much more.  It is even easier to vote with IRV – and more interesting to because voters get to express their preferences.
What are other advantages?

· The 100 voters in this contest had a variety of choices.

· In the campaign, there would be a more robust debate with four quality choices.

· Also backers of a flavor would be cautious of any negative campaigning.  They would not want to alienate backers of other flavors wanting their second place votes.
· Finally no flavor was a spoiler.  It was ok for four candidates to compete because no one was going to “spoil” the election for or take away votes from a potential winner.  
In the 2000 , voters could have chosen Ralph Nader number one and Al Gore number two.  Gore would have picked up these votes.  Similarly voters choosing Patrick Buchanan number one may have chosen George Bush number two.  These votes would have counted for Bush.  The key is that voters get a first choice to express their strongest opinion but a second vote to have their vote count and to ensure a majority winner.  
The Four Benefits of IRV





The winner has a real majority.  A candidate can’t sneak a victory with 20-30%.  IRV systems call for an outright majority – or a threshold (45%) to win.


No spoilers.  Candidates don’t “take away” votes from a potential winner.  


This means more choices for voters and healthier debates.  It allows voters to express their first choice but give a second choice just in case.


IRV reduces negative campaigning.  Candidates shy away from attacks because they want 2nd choice votes from other candidates.





How do Americans vote now?





We use plurality voting for all state and federal elections – a voting method inherited from England in the 1700’s.





In plurality elections a candidate need not win majority support.  You win if you get more votes than the person in 2nd place.  In a race with three or four candidates someone can “win” with only 25-35% of the vote. 





Plurality voting allows non-majority winners, creates a “spoiler factor”, discourages competition and encourages negative campaigning.  (For more, go to “You Asked About Plurality Elections”)

















