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Choice Voting: Mechanics and ImplicationsChoice Voting: Mechanics and Implications

Ranked Choice Voting for 
Multi-Winner Races

Overview: Choice VotingOverview: Choice Voting

• Proportionality
• What choice voting does
• How choice voting works
• A narrated example
• Summary of points about choice voting
• Implications for governance
• Questions

Introduction: Introduction: 
The Principle of ProportionalityThe Principle of Proportionality

• A majority of voters deserves a majority of 
representation.

• But every sufficiently large group of like-
minded voters has a right to representation in 
proportion to its share of the vote.

• As many people as possible should have their 
one vote count toward representation.

• These goals are achieved through choice 
voting

What choice voting doesWhat choice voting does

• Allows voters to express a full and sincere ordering 
of choices by ranking candidates.

• Elects a group of representatives that advocate the 
views and interests of as many voters as possible.

• Encourages a wider range of candidates to run by 
eliminating concerns about like-minded candidates 
“splitting” supporters’ votes.

• Achieves proportional representation.
– Big groupings of voters win more seats, small groupings win fewer 

seats, everyone gets a fair share.

How choice voting works: The basicsHow choice voting works: The basics

• A candidate wins a seat by receiving a share of the vote 
roughly equal to the number of votes divided by the number of 
seats.

• Every voter’s ballot has a value of one vote. Nearly every voter 
helps elect one of their favorite candidates.

• Voters rank candidates in order of preference (first, second, 
third and so on) for as many candidates as they wish. Ranking 
additional candidates will not affect the chances of a higher-
ranked candidate.

• Your ballot will help elect the highest-ranked candidate on 
your ballot who can win with your support.

How choice voting works: How choice voting works: 
Victory thresholdVictory threshold

• To allow as many voters as possible to elect a candidate, the 
victory threshold is set as the lowest share of the vote that only 
the winning number of candidates can receive. 

• The victory threshold equals:
[Total votes cast / (Seats + 1)] + 1 vote*

*disregarding fractions
• For example, when voters with 2,000 votes elect one seat, 

winning requires (2,000/2) + 1: 1,001 votes, 50.1%

• Likewise, when voters with 2,000 votes elect 18 seats, winning 
a seat requires (2,000/19) + 1:  106 votes, or 5.3%
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How the numbers might How the numbers might 
work in Miamiwork in Miami--DadeDade

• In the 2004 election, there were 1,058,799 
registered voters, of whom 778,953 voted.  Had 
a choice voting election been held for the 
Board of County Commissioners, the victory 
threshold would have been 55,641 
(778,953/14) + 1.  Any candidate who received 
55,641 votes would have been elected to be a 
Commissioner.  

How choice voting works:  How choice voting works:  
Counting 1Counting 1stst choices and determining winnerschoices and determining winners

• Candidates win by receiving a number of votes equal 
to or greater than the victory threshold.

• In the first round of counting your ballot counts as one 
vote for your 1st choice.

• If your 1st choice wins with more votes than the 
winning threshold, then the “surplus” value of your 
ballot counts for your 2nd choice candidate.

* Surplus value is “transferred” to avoid votes being “wasted”

How choice voting works: How choice voting works: 
Completing the ballotCompleting the ballot--countcount

• If all seats are not filled after transferring surplus 
ballot values, the last-place candidate is 
eliminated.

• Ballots cast for that eliminated candidate are then 
counted at full value for the next choice candidate 
listed on each ballot.

• If the next-choice candidate has won or been 
eliminated, your ballot will count for the next 
continuing candidate listed on your ballot.

• Last-place candidates are eliminated until all seats 
have been filled.

Effect on voting incentivesEffect on voting incentives

• Choice voting provides a means of self-organization:  like-
minded voters who rank the same candidates will elect one 
or more candidates with their views.

• If a like-minded grouping of voters has more votes than it 
needs to elect a candidate, its surplus votes will provide a 
chance to elect additional seats.

• As long as supporters of like-minded candidates rank those 
candidates ahead of other candidates, they will win a fair 
share of seats. 

• “Vote splitting” is eliminated. There are no “spoilers.”

How it works: How it works: 
A choice voting tabulation exampleA choice voting tabulation example

• Suppose there are 99 voters for 9 seats, 
with 15 candidates running

• Victory threshold= 10 votes
• 9 seats @ 10 votes = 90 voters represented 

(over 90% success)

Choice voting tabulation Choice voting tabulation 
exampleexample

• Imagine that each candidate is represented by a 
bin that can only hold 10 ballots.

• A choice voting tabulation starts with ballot-
counters placing the voters’ ballots into the 
bins of the 1st choice candidate listed on each 
ballot.
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Choice voting tabulation exampleChoice voting tabulation example

• Once a bin is full (containing 10 ballots), that 
candidate is elected. Any additional ballots that 
would count for the elected candidate are instead 
placed in the bin of the next choice candidate 
listed on that voter’s ballot.  

• After counting all the ballots, let’s imagine that 4 
bins are filled, but 11 bins still have fewer than 10 
ballots.

Elected! Elected!

9 votes

4 votes

8  votes

Elected! Elected!

2 votes

9 votes

1 vote

7  votes 6  votes 5  votes

4 votes 4 votes

Candidate 1 Candidate 2 Candidate 3    Candidate 4    Candidate 5

Candidate 6    Candidate 7     Candidate 8    Candidate 9    Candidate 10

Candidate 11  Candidate 12  Candidate 13   Candidate 14   Candidate 15

We’ve dealt all 99 ballots, and 4 bins are full.  So 4 candidates have been 
elected and don’t need anymore votes.  11 candidates have partially filled 
ballots.

Choice voting tabulation exampleChoice voting tabulation example

Choice voting tabulation exampleChoice voting tabulation example

• We then take the ballots from the bin with the 
fewest votes, and redistribute those ballot to 
each voter’s next choice who has neither lost 
nor been elected.

• We continue eliminating the candidate with the 
fewest votes until we have 9 bins each filled 
with 10 votes.

Elected! Elected!

9 votes

4 votes

8  votes

Elected! Elected!

2 votes

9 votes

1 vote

7  votes 6  votes 5  votes

4 votes 4 votes

Candidate 1 Candidate 2 Candidate 3    Candidate 4    Candidate 5

Candidate 6    Candidate 7     Candidate 8    Candidate 9    Candidate 10

Candidate 11  Candidate 12  Candidate 13   Candidate 14   Candidate 15

First, we take the bin with only 1 vote and transfer it to the voter’s next choice.
Then we take the candidate with the next fewest votes and transfer each ballot to the voter’s next
unelected choice. Once a candidate hits 10 votes, they are elected and do not receive any more 
votes. We continue this process until we are left with 9 candidates elected with 10 votes each.

Choice voting tabulation example:Choice voting tabulation example:
Eliminate weakest candidateEliminate weakest candidate

Elected!Elected! Elected!

9 votes

4 votes

8  votes

Elected! Elected!

2 votes Defeated!

7  votes 6  votes 5  votes

4 votes 4 votes

Candidate 1 Candidate 2 Candidate 3    Candidate 4    Candidate 5

Candidate 6    Candidate 7     Candidate 8    Candidate 9    Candidate 10

Candidate 11  Candidate 12  Candidate 13   Candidate 14   Candidate 15

First, we take the bin with only 1 vote and transfer it to the voter’s next choice.
Then we take the candidate with the next fewest votes and transfer each ballot to the voter’s next
unelected choice.
Once a candidate hits 10 votes, they are elected and do not receive any more votes.
We continue this process until we are left with 9 candidates elected with 10 votes each.

Choice voting tabulation example:Choice voting tabulation example:
Eliminate other candidatesEliminate other candidates

Elected! Elected! Elected! Elected!

Defeated!Elected! Elected! Elected! Elected!

Elected!

Defeated!Defeated!Defeated! Defeated!Defeated!

Candidate 11  Candidate 12  Candidate 13   Candidate 14   Candidate 15

Candidate 6    Candidate 7     Candidate 8    Candidate 9    CanCandidate 6    Candidate 7     Candidate 8    Candidate 9    Candidate 10didate 10

Candidate 1    Candidate 2     Candidate 3     Candidate 4    Candidate 5

Choice voting tabulation example: Choice voting tabulation example: 
Final resultsFinal results
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Choice voting example: Choice voting example: 
Summary Summary 

• There are 9 candidates elected with 10 votes each, 
representing at least 90 of the 99 voters.

• A like-minded group of voters with 10 votes can 
win 1 seat to represent them,

• A like-minded group of voters with 20 votes can 
win 2 seats,

• A like-minded group of voters with 30 votes can 
win 3 seats,

• And so on.

Note: Counting surplus ballotsNote: Counting surplus ballots

• This choice voting example used one simplification: whole 
ballot “surplus” transfers instead of fractional transfers.

• In practice, an organization or firm would use fractional 
transfers to provide more precision. Here is how to calculate 
fractional transfers.

• Example: If a candidate has 20 votes and needs 10 votes to 
win, a surplus of 10 votes needs to be distributed.

• Old “whole transfer” method:  randomly choose 10 votes to 
transfer to next choice candidates and 10 votes to remain with 
winning candidate.

• Modern “fractional transfer” method:  transfer all 20 votes at a 
fractional value equal to 10/20 = 0.5 votes.

ConclusionsConclusions

• Choice voting is an extremely fair and efficient 
voting system.

• Voters should pay particular attention to their 
#1 ranking, since a majority of voters almost 
certainly will help elect their #1 choice.

• But voters should rank all candidates they 
would like to see elected to ensure that they 
help elect at least one of their top choices.

Conclusions, Conclusions, continuedcontinued

• If you want a particular kind of diversity 
within your resulting group of representatives, 
seek it among your candidates.

• For example, the more female candidates you 
have, the more women you will likely elect. If 
you limit the number of female candidates, 
you may limit the number of female winners.

Further informationFurther information

• This presentation was originally created by:
FairVote-Center for Voting and Democracy
6930 Carroll Avenue, Suite 610
Takoma Park, Maryland 20912 
(301) 270-4616 - http://fairvote.org/
Robert Richie - Executive Director

Miami-Dade statistics were added.




















