
Ranked Choice Voting:

A Look into History and 
Practice

► Rob Richie, Co-Founder & Senior Advisor



ORIGINS OF RANKED CHOICE VOTING
► Invention & Use: 

● Proposed in 1870 by W.R. Ware of Massachusetts. 

● 1st national uses in Australia & Ireland in early 1900’s. 

► Used widely by major NGOs: 

● Recommended by Robert’s Rules of Order. 

● All 5 Canadian national parties leaders picked w/ RCV.

● Used since 2020 for consequential elections by 4 GOP 
state parties  & 10+ Democratic state parties

► Long-time barrier to use in the USA: 

● Required hand-counts as states moved to machines



RANKED CHOICE VOTING: International
► Australia: (called “preferential voting”)

● Adopted for its house in 1918. Widely embraced. 

● RCV ballots also used for senate, states & most cities.

► Ireland (called “single transferable vote”): 

● Used for presidential elections since 1945. 

● RCV ballots used for most other elections.

► Other notable uses

● Major city  mayoral elections in New Zealand

● Presidential election in India (indirect)



WHERE RCV IS USED IN THE USA
►



RCV in Action: RCV Election in US
► 500+ RCV Elections in past 15 years in the United States

► Overall conclusions: 

● Voters handle RCV well with best practices for ballot design 

and voter education

● The impact on share of decisive votes counting for one of 

the top 2 candidates far exceeds every other modern reform

● This presentation has examples of RCV in action.



RCV in Action: New York City
► New York timeline with RCV for primaries & special elections

● 2018  - City charter commission considers RCV 

recommendation, but passes it to 2019 commission

● 2o19 - Commission puts RCV on ballot. Wins 73% - 27%.

● 2021 -1st uses in special city council elections and wide 

number of competitive primaries up and down ballot



RCV in NYC in 2021: Voter Reaction



RCV in NYC: Voter Turnout
► t



RCV in NYC: Voter Engagement



RCV in NYC: Major Office Winners



RCV in NYC: 31 Women on City Council 



RCV in NYC: 34 People of Color on Council 



RCV in NYC: What Can Go Better
► Consistent voter education on why to rank as well as how: 

● 99.7% cast valid mayoral votes - but seek higher comfort-level

► Keep working with campaigns on best practices for candidates:

● “Don’t count out voters… Keep looking for connections”

► Ballot-counting: Quicker RCV tallies - and no optical mistakes!

► 2024 charter commission’s preliminary report: “New York City’s 
experiment with RCV is still in its early stages. In an encouraging sign, the 
2021 primary election saw 26.5% of New Yorkers turn out to vote, making it 
the mayoral primary with the highest turnout in decades… 89.3% of 
Democrats ranked multiple unique candidates in at least one race.”



RCV in Maine: 1st Primaries in 2018 - 1
► Consistent voter education on why to rank as well as how: 

● 99.7% cst valid mayoral votes - but some uncertainty about 

how those votes would be counted

► Keep working with campaigns on best practices for candidates:

●  Don’t count out voters, keep looking for connections

► Ballot-counting: Quicker preliminary RCV results. No mistakes!



RCV in Maine: 1st Primaries in 2018- 2
► Consistent voter education on why to rank as well as how: 

● 99.7% cst valid mayoral votes - but some uncertainty about 

how those votes would be counted

► Keep working with campaigns on best practices for candidates:

●  Don’t count out voters, keep looking for connections

► Ballot-counting: Quicker preliminary RCV results. No mistakes!



RCV in Action: June 2024 in Arlington VA
► Arlington County (VA) uses RCV for primaries. Highlights of 

its Democratic primary for County Board

●  Of 20,338 Democrats at polls, 99.8% cast valid vote

● 1st round: Spain- 32%, Roy- 28%, Others -  40%

● Of 40% of votes for others, 88% rank Spain or Roy:

○ Decisive votes rise from 60% in 1st round to 95%

● Spain wins 55% - 45%: A recent head of County NAACP, 

Spain is projected to be the Board’s only Black member

►

► 20338



RCV in Action: Nov. 2023 in Santa Fe
► Santa Fe has used RCV in its nonpartisan 

elections since 2018. Example: Alma Castro 
won an open seat for District 1 in Nov. 2023

● Led 37%- 35% & won instant runoff 52%-48%

● Relied on $22,500 in public financing,  winning 
against an older opponent who spent $83,000 

● A 35-year-old restaurant owner & Hispanic 
activist, Castro is now the youngest member of 
city council.

● New Mexico’s 2nd largest city Las Cruces also 
has shifted to using RCV for its last 3 elections

►

► 20338



RCV in Action: 2020 Primaries in Pandemic
► Democrats used RCV in Nevada (early voters) & in 4 party-run 

presidential primaries in Alaska, Hawaii, Kansas, and Wyoming 

► Republicans used RCV in Utah (convention nominations for 
governor & Congress), Indiana (convention nomination for AG) 
and Virginia (3 congressional nominations and party chair)

► Maine used RCV in all state legislative and congressional 
primaries, with a number of multi-candidate races



                2020 Democratic Presidential Primaries:
“Lost Votes” due to Early Voting, Calendar, & Withdrawn Candidates



Lost Votes: Data from Washington State



RCV in Action: 2020 Democratic Primaries



SAMPLE BALLOT
From 2020 Democratic 
Presidential Primaries



RCV in Action: 2020 Democratic Primaries



Questions?

www.fairvote.org  
rr@fairvote.org

http://www.fairvote.org

