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I'm Jan Kok, a resident of Fort Collins, CO. I've been studying voting methods since 2000. I co-

founded the Center for Range Voting (rangevoting.org) in 2005. In 2007 I was a member of State 

Rep. John Kefalas's Voter Choice Task Force. Currently I'm Vice President/Director of Center 

for Election Science (electology.org). 

 

These are my comments related to conducting elections using ranked voting methods. 

 

1. A review of commonly used voting methods 

 

1.1 Plurality Voting 

 

The best-known voting method is called Plurality Voting. The ballot lists the candidates, with an 

adjacent checkbox (oval, etc.) where voters can mark their choice. A ballot with an example vote 

looks as follows: 

 

Vote for one: 

George Washington  [ ] 

Thomas Jefferson      [x] 

Abraham Lincoln       [ ] 

Write In _________   [ ] 

 

The votes for each candidate are counted, and the one who gets the most votes wins. 

 

1.2 Top Two Runoff Voting 

 

When there are more than two candidates in a race, it is possible that no candidate gets votes 

from a majority of the voters. Some people consider this outcome to be undesirable; they would 

like to see that the winner has "support" from a majority of the voters. One way to insure that the 

winner has majority support is to hold a second election - a runoff - if no candidate gets a 

majority of the votes in the first election. Usually the top two vote-getters advance to the runoff. 

If Washington and Lincoln got the most votes in the above election (but neither one got a 

majority), the runoff ballot (with example vote) might look as follows: 

 

Vote for one: 

George Washington  [x] 

Abraham Lincoln       [ ] 

Write In _________   [ ] 

 

Advantages of Top Two Runoff: 
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- (Almost) insures that the winner will get a majority of the votes in the runoff. 

- Gives voters a second chance to choose between the top two candidates. Voters may not be 

willing to research a large number of candidates in the first election. 

 

Disadvantages of Top Two Runoff: 

- Cost of holding the runoff election. 

- Additional time and expense for the top two candidates to continue campaigning. 

- Voters may be tired and not want to vote again. 

- Voter turnout is often lower in the runoff election. (But if the election is hotly contested and 

voters are interested, the turnout can be higher in the runoff. For example, in the Nov 4, 2003 

San Francisco election, there were 209,723 ballots cast. In the following runoff election (Dec 9, 

2003) for mayor and district attorney, there were 253,872 ballots cast. See 

http://www.sfgov2.org/index.aspx?page=1701) 

 

1.3 Multiwinner methods 

 

Plurality Voting, Top Two Runoff, and Approval Voting and IRV (discussed later) are primarily 

single winner methods. It is possible to elect multiple candidates in one race, for example to fill 

several seats of a city council with one at-large election. All the voters in a city may be asked to 

choose or rank several candidates from a list of candidates, and the voting method chooses 

several candidates to fill those seats. Multiwinner voting methods are used in such situations. 

 

It should be noted that single winner voting methods are generally not well suited for 

multiwinner elections, and vice versa. 

 

Multiwinner voting methods are more complicated and will not be discussed here due to lack of 

time. The remainder of these comments only address single winner elections. 

 

2. The need for better single-winner voting methods 

 

Single-winner methods will always be needed to fill unique, popularly elected offices such as 

mayor or governor. Single-winner methods are also used to elect city council members, senators 

and representatives from single-winner districts. 

 

Unfortunately, the simple Plurality Voting method commonly used in such elections has a 

number of problems: 

 

* Plurality Voting can choose a "wrong winner." In Florida 2000, Bush won by 500+ votes. 

However, there were about 100,000 people who voted for Nader. Pre- and post-election polls 

indicate that about 2/3 of the Nader voters preferred Gore over Bush. Thus, it is clear that Gore 

was preferred over Bush by the voters overall. Plurality Voting made a bad choice in part 

because it prevents voters from expressing a preference for more than one candidate. 

 

* Plurality Voting discourages voters from voting for their true favorite candidate (if that 

candidate is not one of the top two). As a result, election results don't give an accurate indication 

of the true popularity of the various candidates. 

 

3. Recommended alternative: Approval Voting 

 

Most of the problems with Plurality Voting can be eliminated by a very simple rule change: 

eliminate (or amend) the no-overvote rule, so that voters may vote for more than one candidate if 
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they wish. This alternative voting method is called Approval Voting (because voters may 

"approve" of as many candidates as they wish). An Approval Voting ballot (with an example 

vote) is as follows: 

 

Vote for one or more: 

George Washington  [x] 

Thomas Jefferson      [x] 

Abraham Lincoln       [ ] 

Write In _________   [ ] 

 

The votes for each candidate are counted, and the one with the most votes wins. 

 

Note that Approval Voting can be considered a "ranked voting" method, in that voted-for 

candidates are ranked as 1st choices, and unvoted candidates are in last place. 

 

Approval Voting solves the problems of Plurality Voting. Suppose Approval Voting had been 

used in Florida 2000. Bush voters could have voted for Bush only. Gore voters could have voted 

for Gore only. However, the Nader voters, suspecting that Nader would not win, could have 

freely voted for Nader, but in addition could have voted for Bush or Gore, whichever they 

preferred. The vote totals for Bush, Gore, Nader and other candidates would have given a better 

indication of the true level of support for each candidate. It is also likely (based on polling data) 

that Nader would have gotten between 11 and 16% of the votes under Approval Voting, 

compared to the 1.63% he actually got in Florida 2000 under Plurality Voting. 

 

Additional features of Approval Voting: 

 

* Simple, anyone can understand it. (Vote for as many candidates as you want. Whoever gets the 

most votes wins.) 

 

* There is no "wrong" way to vote and spoil your ballot. 

 

* All votes are counted in Approval voting. Not so with some other methods such as IRV. 

 

* Trivial to implement with EXISTING voting machines. No upgrades or outside consultants 

needed. 

 

* More secure than IRV because ballots can be counted in precincts and then simply added up in 

the central election office. 

 

* Makes better choices of winners than Plurality or IRV. 

 

* No pressure on voters to _not_ vote for their favorite candidate. 

 


