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Ranked-Choice Voting Issues 
 

Overview. In standard election systems, voters select their preferred candidate, and the candidate 

with the most votes wins.  But in jurisdictions that use Ranked-Choice Voting (RCV), also 

referred to as instant runoff voting, a voter is tasked with ranking each candidate in the order the 

voter prefers them to win.  If a candidate does not receive more than 50% of votes in the first 

round of tabulation, the candidate with the least number of votes is eliminated.  Voters whose 

first choice was the eliminated candidate will then have their second most preferred votes 

reallocated among the remaining candidates.  This process continues until one candidate receives 

a majority of remaining votes.  While proponents claim RCV is a positive voting reform that 

would improve elections and voter participation, RCV causes more issues than it solves.  Below 

exists a sampling of the many problems with RCV elections.  

 

Ballot Exhaustion Means Ballots are Excluded from the Final Vote. Perhaps the biggest issue 

with RCV occurs when a voter fails or refuses to vote for more than one candidate.  If that 

voter’s choices are eliminated after the first or second round of tabulation, his or her ballot is 

effectively cast aside and not used in the final vote.  In other words, the ballot is exhausted.  It is 

exceedingly common that ballots in RCV elections are exhausted and not included in the final 

vote due to the voter not voting for every candidate.  This offends the bedrock principle of “one 

person, one vote” in American democracy since some ballots count while others inevitably do 

not. 

• The Maine Heritage Policy Center and Alaska Policy Forum studied 96 RCV elections 

across the country and found that on average 10.92 % of ballots were exhausted by the 

final round of tabulation and ultimately not used in the final vote.   

• One study found that 9.6-27.1% of ballots never make it to the final round of voting in 

RCV elections. 

• As the Foundation for Government Accountability explains, “[a]fter 20 rounds of 

tabulations, 53% of ballots had been exhausted, and only 8,200 ballots––or 47%–– 

contributed towards the final results” of San Francisco’s 2010 Board of Supervisors 

General Election.  

 

Increased Voter Disenfranchisement. RCV has great potential to disenfranchise voters who do 

not understand how the non-intuitive system works.  Where voters are accustomed to voting for 

only one candidate, RCV elections require voters to vote for every candidate based on 

preference.  This leads to vulnerable voters being disenfranchised. 

• According to Maine Heritage Policy Center and Alaska Policy Forum, 

disenfranchisement in RCV elections is mostly felt by minority voters and non-English 

speaking voters because these voters  more often fail to rank more than one candidate.  

Senior voters are likewise particularly vulnerable to disenfranchisement under RCV 

systems for the same reasons. 

• Election data from New York City’s RCV June 2021 primary election shows that whiter, 

wealthier neighborhoods were more likely to employ the new ranking system than lower 

http://alaskapolicyforum.org/wp-content/uploads/2020-10-APF-Ranked-Choice-Voting-Report.pdf
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0261379414001395
https://thefga.org/paper/ranked-choice-voting-a-disaster-in-disguise/
http://alaskapolicyforum.org/wp-content/uploads/2020-10-APF-Ranked-Choice-Voting-Report.pdf
https://www.politico.com/states/new-york/city-hall/story/2021/09/08/lower-income-areas-of-nyc-had-a-harder-time-with-ranked-choice-voting-1390719
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income areas of the city, many of which are home to Black, Latino and Asian 

communities. 

• In Minneapolis’ affluent voting districts, ballot error was as low as 2%.  But in less 

affluent districts, which have a higher rate of minority voters, ballot error was as high as 

20%. 

 

Compounded Voter Confusion. The added steps voters must follow in RCV elections fuels 

voter confusion.  As a result, RCV elections make it more likely that disadvantaged voters will 

be left out of the political and electoral process. 

• Governors in the past have vetoed RCV legislation approved by the legislature because it 

makes elections unnecessarily confusing.  For example, California Governor Jerry Brown 

Jr. (D) vetoed RCV legislation for how it makes voting “overly complicated and 

confusing” and “deprives voters of genuinely informed choice.” He further stated, “In a 

time when we want to encourage more voter participation, we need to keep voting 

simple.” In October 2019, when vetoing an RCV bill in California, Governor Gavin 

Newsom (D) said: “I am concerned that it has often led to voter confusion and that the 

promise that ranked-choice voting leads to greater democracy is not necessarily fulfilled.” 

• Lisa Goodwin, Bangor, Maine’s city clerk, said many voters were confused by the state’s 

new RCV system––of the 4,555 ballots cast in Bangor on Election Day in 2018, about 

200 (over 4%) were spoiled because of voter error from confusion over RCV, which is 

more than a typical election. 

• A 2018 Pew post-election study in Maine, the first place to use RCV in a federal election, 

found that 9,000 voters or 6% of ballots were not counted either due to voters being 

confused, their ballots being exhausted, or the voter simply choosing to leave some 

options blank. 

• RCV is also very confusing to election officials.  The February 3, 2020, Democratic Party 

presidential caucuses in Iowa, which used a system of RCV, went so poorly that the 

national Democratic Party leader called for a recount after it took days to determine a 

winner.  

 

Subsequent Repeals of RCV. It is not uncommon for voters to quickly have buyer’s remorse 

after approving RCV, which leads many jurisdictions to repeal the legislation.  This is often a 

result of negative experiences with RCV.  For example:  

• Burlington, Vermont adopted RCV in 2005 only to repeal it in 2010 after their unlikeable 

mayor was re-elected with just 29% of the first-place votes.1   

• Ann Arbor, Michigan adopted RCV for mayoral elections in 1974 but repealed it in 1976 

with the support of 62% of voters.   

• North Carolina adopted RCV for judicial vacancies in 2006, but the legislature repealed 

the law in 2013 after the system received mixed reviews. 

 
1 Burlington then re-adopted RCV for city council elections in 2021. See Josh Altic, Burlington, Vermont, voters 

approve a measure March 2 to use ranked-choice voting for city council elections, BallotPedia News (Mar. 2, 2021), 

available at: https://news.ballotpedia.org/2021/03/02/burlington-vermont-voters-approve-a-measure-march-2-to-

use-ranked-choice-voting-for-city-council-elections/.  

https://www.startribune.com/ranked-choice-voting-hurts-minneapolis-minorities/195463981/?refresh=true
https://www.sfgate.com/politics/article/Brown-vetoes-bill-to-broaden-ranked-choice-voting-9518031.php
https://www.sfchronicle.com/politics/article/Gavin-Newsom-vetoes-bill-to-allow-ranked-choice-14535193.php
https://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/blogs/stateline/2018/06/27/nearly-9000-ballots-were-not-counted-in-maines-new-election-system
https://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/blogs/stateline/2018/06/27/nearly-9000-ballots-were-not-counted-in-maines-new-election-system
https://www.latimes.com/politics/story/2020-02-06/2020-iowa-caucus-recount
http://alaskapolicyforum.org/wp-content/uploads/2020-10-APF-Ranked-Choice-Voting-Report.pdf
https://news.ballotpedia.org/2021/03/02/burlington-vermont-voters-approve-a-measure-march-2-to-use-ranked-choice-voting-for-city-council-elections/
https://news.ballotpedia.org/2021/03/02/burlington-vermont-voters-approve-a-measure-march-2-to-use-ranked-choice-voting-for-city-council-elections/
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• After adopting RCV in 2009, voters in Aspen, Colorado repealed RCV in 2010 by 65% 

over frustrations with the logistics of implementing RCV.  

• Voters in Pierce County, Washington adopted RCV in 2006 only to repeal it by 71% in 

2009 after voters disliked the system.   

• Voters in Alaska approved a ballot measure in 2020 to implement RCV for federal 

elections; however, voters will likely consider a ballot measure to repeal RCV in 2024 

after RCV was the subject of much controversy in Alaska’s 2022 midterm elections. 

 

Lack of Evidence that RCV Increases Voter Turnout. Advocates allege RCV increases voter 

participation, but there is little statistical support to this assertion.  In fact, there is equally 

compelling evidence that RCV’s complexity decreases voter turnout, for voters might stay away 

from the polls because they do not understand the ballot or the process or do not wish to spend 

additional time researching candidates.  

• After claiming RCV increases voter turnout by 10 points, FairVote admitted RCV 

elections have “little impact on electoral participation.” 

• A study of San Francisco’s mayoral elections from 1995 to 2011 shows that voter turnout 

decreased in RCV elections, especially among black and white voters, younger voters, 

and voters who lacked a high school education.  

• In both Oakland, California, and Minneapolis, Minnesota, voter turnout decreased in 

high-minority precincts, and in Oakland, voters in high-Latino and Asian precincts 

tended not to rank their full ballot.   

• According to the Boston Globe, a post-election survey of eligible voters in Maine who 

did not participate in the 2018 election found that 26% did not participate due confusion 

over RCV. 

 

Costs of Implementing RCV Elections. RCV proponents underestimate the cost required to 

adequately educate voters on how to utilize the new voting system.  Switching to RCV elections 

can cost jurisdictions millions of dollars and quickly negate any potential cost-savings of not 

needing to conduct a separate runoff election.  Furthermore, expensive software and equipment 

are required to run RCV elections and process RCV ballots.  

• New York City spent $15 million on an education campaign to explain RCV to its voters, 

and the system was still plagued by issues and voter confusion. 

• Maine spent nearly half a million dollars on equipment and software to conduct its first 

RCV elections in 2018.  

• Nevada anticipates it will cost $3,200,000 to switch to RCV and cover expenses required 

for “voter outreach and education, increased ballot stock costs, personnel expenses, 

equipment, software and programming costs for voting machines and updates to training 

materials.”   

 

Delayed Election Results. While statistical support for how RCV delays election results is 

limited, the added steps required to process and tabulate RCV ballots certainly does not speed up 

the counting process.   

https://coloradosun.com/2021/03/12/colorado-cities-ranked-choice-voting-easier-adopt/
https://alaskapublic.org/2023/01/23/signature-drive-begins-to-rid-alaska-of-ranked-choice-voting/
https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/fairvote/pages/426/attachments/original/1449182124/Kimball-and-Anthony-one-pager-27-Oct.pdf?1449182124
https://news.sfsu.edu/news-story/ranked-choice-voting-linked-lower-voter-turnout
http://hawaiifreepress.com/Portals/0/Article%20Attachments/Racial%20and%20Ethnic%20Disparities%20in%20RCV.pdf
https://www.startribune.com/ranked-choice-voting-hurts-minneapolis-minorities/195463981/?refresh=true
https://www.bostonglobe.com/2019/12/12/opinion/no-it-threatens-distort-election-outcomes/
https://www1.nyc.gov/office-of-the-mayor/news/315-21/new-york-city-launch-15-million-ranked-choice-voting-education-campaign
https://www.maine.gov/sos/cec/elec/upcoming/pdf/rcv.costs.2018.pdf
https://thenevadaindependent.com/article/implementation-of-ranked-choice-voting-in-nevada-would-cost-more-than-3-million
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• As NBC reports, “Some recent ranked-choice elections have taken several days to sort 

out a winner, but advocates stressed that was due to how and when officials chose to 

count ballots, not the ranked-choice process itself. Last year, the winner of New York 

City’s Democratic primary for mayor was called two weeks after primary day. And in 

2018, it took over a week to determine who won Maine’s 2nd District race.” 

• The Foundation for Government Accountability highlights that in the Minneapolis’ 2009 

mayoral race, the election office estimated that, for a turnout of 70,000 voters, tabulation 

of RCV ballots would take 37 eight-hour shifts with 102 election officials working.  

 

Administrative Errors. The added steps required to conduct RCV elections creates greater 

opportunity for administrative errors.  Worse, these errors can easily go undetected if not caught 

early.  Undetected errors have led to situations where a jurisdiction certifies an election only to 

later discover a fatal error in the result allowed the wrong candidate to be declared the winner.  

For obvious reasons, this adds to election controversy and undermines public confidence in 

election results.  Even if an RCV election is run smoothly, voters might still be hesitant to accept 

the official results due to a potential undetected error.  

• On December 28, 2022, the Alameda County Registrar’s office announced it had made a 

major algorithm error that resulted in inaccurate tallies of ballots in Oakland, California’s 

RCV elections, leading to the wrong candidate being certified as the winner of the 

Oakland Unified School District 4 race.  The error was discovered after members of the 

California Ranked Choice Voting Coalition informed the Registrar that they had 

independently run the county’s election data through their own RCV tally software and 

obtained a different result than what was certified on December 8, 2022, (one month after 

the election) as the final outcome. On January 10, 2023, the Alameda County Board of 

Supervisors in Oakland, California voted unanimously to seek a recount of several RCV 

races in the Nov. 8 election because of the error.   

• In 2021, New York City’s first RCV election was marred with controversy after it was 

discovered that 135,000 test ballots were counted in the reporting results.  Worse yet, this 

error wasn’t discovered until after the 11th round of tabulation.  The New York City 

Board of Elections released a statement explaining the discrepancy was caused by the 

inclusion of test results that were done before primary day and had not been cleared from 

the system before the first round of tabulation was conducted. The 135,000 test ballots 

had been counted as real votes before the error was identified. 

 

 

Resources 

 

Ranked-Choice Voting: A Disaster in Disguise 

The Failed Experiment of Ranked-Choice Voting 

Ballot (and voter) “exhaustion” under Instant Runoff Voting: An examination of four ranked-

choice elections 

https://www.nbcnews.com/meet-the-press/meetthepressblog/dont-blame-ranked-choice-voting-alaskas-slow-results-advocates-say-rcna43583
https://thefga.org/paper/ranked-choice-voting-a-disaster-in-disguise/
https://www.cbsnews.com/sanfrancisco/news/alameda-county-board-of-supervisors-ranked-choice-races-oakland-mayor/
https://www.nbcnewyork.com/news/politics/more-results-expected-tuesday-in-nyc-mayoral-race/3129753/
https://thefga.org/research/ranked-choice-voting-a-disaster-in-disguise/?gclid=CjwKCAiA5sieBhBnEiwAR9oh2klzTKsRDaGo5PJNHhsmbLuhviOqfXb7hc7ZKReWgemGUucL1VpTDhoCKCMQAvD_BwE
http://alaskapolicyforum.org/wp-content/uploads/2020-10-APF-Ranked-Choice-Voting-Report.pdf
https://cpb-us-w2.wpmucdn.com/u.osu.edu/dist/e/1083/files/2014/12/ElectoralStudies-2fupfhd.pdf
https://cpb-us-w2.wpmucdn.com/u.osu.edu/dist/e/1083/files/2014/12/ElectoralStudies-2fupfhd.pdf
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Former FEC official Lee Goodman explains issues around Ranked-Choice Voting 

Iowa Caucus 2020: A guide to understanding the results 

Ranked-Choice Voting Is a Bad Choice 

Ranked-Choice Voting Is Not the Solution 

Testimony of Congressman Bruce Poliquin to the Massachusetts Joint Committee on Election 

Laws 

  

 

News Articles 

 

Signature drive begins to rid Alaska of ranked choice voting 

Alameda County admits tallying error in ranked-choice voting, flips one result and raises big 

questions 

 

Two Truths And A Lie: Ranked Choice Voting 

Ranked Choice Voting—When Second Place Is The Winner 

Ranked Choice Voting: When You Care Enough To Elect The Second Best 

Ranked-Choice Voting Nightmare 

The Argument Against Ranked-Choice Voting 

Ranked-choice voting threatens to distort election outcomes 

Democratic Party chairman calls for Iowa recount as vote tally meltdown continues 

What’s wrong with ranked-choice voting: Let us count the problems 

Voting tech gone wrong: How scrambled data upended a Nevada caucus site 

https://www.spreaker.com/user/10278373/former-fec-official-lee-goodman-explains_1
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/fixgov/2020/01/29/iowa-caucus-2020-a-guide-to-understanding-the-results/
https://www.heritage.org/election-integrity/report/ranked-choice-voting-bad-choice
https://democracyjournal.org/arguments/ranked-choice-voting-is-not-the-solution/
https://maineexaminer.com/poliquin-calls-ranked-choice-voting-a-rip-off-in-testimony-to-massachusetts-legislature/
https://maineexaminer.com/poliquin-calls-ranked-choice-voting-a-rip-off-in-testimony-to-massachusetts-legislature/
https://alaskapublic.org/2023/01/23/signature-drive-begins-to-rid-alaska-of-ranked-choice-voting/
https://www.sfchronicle.com/bayarea/article/Alameda-County-admits-tallying-error-in-17682520.php
https://www.sfchronicle.com/bayarea/article/Alameda-County-admits-tallying-error-in-17682520.php
https://www.iwf.org/2022/11/07/two-truths-and-a-lie-ranked-choice-voting/
https://www.iwf.org/2022/09/21/ranked-choice-voting-when-second-place-is-the-winner/
https://www.iwf.org/2020/12/28/ranked-choice-voting-when-you-care-enough-to-elect-the-second-best/
https://www.iwf.org/2021/07/07/ranked-choice-voting-nightmare/
https://www.iwf.org/2020/09/15/the-argument-against-ranked-choice-voting/
https://www.iwf.org/2019/12/12/ranked-choice-voting-threatens-to-distort-election-outcomes/
https://www.latimes.com/politics/story/2020-02-06/2020-iowa-caucus-recount
https://www.nydailynews.com/opinion/ny-oped-whats-wrong-with-ranked-choice-voting-20191101-k7o2s57h5bfrxoorisjw4zrp2i-story.html
https://www.salon.com/2020/02/25/voting-tech-gone-wrong-how-scrambled-data-upended-a-nevada-caucus-site_partner/

