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To Joint Committee on Election Laws 
From Drew Spencer, Legal Director, FairVote 
Date October 19, 2015 
Re Testimony supporting Instant Runoff Voting legislation for the October 19, 2015 hearing 

of the Joint Committee on Election Laws 
   

Thank you for the committee holding this important hearing, and for my opportunity to submit 

testimony in favor of instant runoff voting (IRV) in Massachusetts. IRV is a proven and 

increasingly common ranked choice voting method that allows voters to have real meaningful 

choices while still upholding the principle of majority rule. 

Background on FairVote 

FairVote – The Center for Voting and Democracy is a nonpartisan, nonprofit organization founded 

in 1992, with a history of working with scholars, civic leaders, policymakers, and journalists from 

across the spectrum. FairVote seeks to make democracy fair, functional, and representative by 

developing the analysis and educational tools necessary for our reform partners to secure and 

sustain improvements to American elections. We have been directly involved in the adoption, 

implementation and evaluation of IRV in American cities such as Minneapolis (MN), San Francisco 

(CA) and Portland (ME).In 2013-2014, we commissioned a comprehensive scholarly review of 

ranked choice voting in practice, including working with the Rutgers-Eagleton poll in telephone 

surveys of more than 4,800 voters in seven cities using RCV and 14 control cities. 

We write testify about IRV through your consideration of House Bills H575, 576, 608, and 610.  

Background on Instant Runoff Voting 

Often called ranked choice voting in the jurisdictions having adopted it, instant runoff voting (IRV) 

was invented in the United States by W. R. Ware, a professor at M.I.T. in 1870. With the rise of 

optical voting equipment, IRV has become an increasingly popular election reform. Voters in more 

than a dozen cities have approved IRV by landslide margins in the past decade for elections for city 

offices, including Memphis (TN), Minneapolis (MN), St. Paul (MN), Berkeley (CA), Oakland 

(CA), San Francisco (CA), Portland (ME), Sarasota (FL), Santa Fe (NM), Ferndale (MI) and 

Takoma Park (MD). Five states use IRV for military and overseas voters in congressional elections 

that might go to a runoff in order to guarantee their ability to participate in those runoff elections.  

IRV is a one person, one vote system designed to uphold the principle of majority rule. With IRV, 

voters rank candidates in order of choice (1, 2, 3). Every ballot counts as one vote for its highest 

ranked candidate. If more than two candidates receive votes, last-place candidates are defeated one 

by one, and their supporters’ ballots are then added to the totals of their highest ranked remaining 

candidates. When two candidates remain, the one with a majority of the remaining vote is elected -- 

defeating the other candidate one-on-one.  

IRV gives voters a stronger voice in elections because they can indicate backup choices. Most 

voters' ballot will count for their first choice. If a voter's first choice candidate is not one of the top 

two finishers, a voter's ballot counts for their next remaining candidate.  A ballot never counts for 
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more than one choice at a time, and indicating a backup preference never hurts a voter’s favorite 

candidate. 

Benefits of IRV Compared to Single Vote Plurality Elections 

Massachusetts primary and general elections for state offices are conducted by the single vote 

plurality method. That means that no matter how many candidates appear on the ballot, voters may 

only indicate support for one. Then, the candidate with the most votes is elected, even if that 

candidate has significantly less than 50% of the total vote.  

For example, in the 2014 gubernatorial election, the winner received 48.4% of the vote, while the 

candidate in second received 46.5% and others together received the remaining 5.1%. Similarly, the 

Democratic gubernatorial primary in 2014 saw three candidates win more than 20% of the vote, 

with the winner having 42.4%. With IRV, the voters could have strong choices and the governor 

would be elected with a stronger mandate from the community. By ensuring that the winning 

candidate has a majority of votes in the final round of counting, voters and legislators can be 

confident that the will of the people is clearly heard. 

IRV has a number of benefits over the single vote plurality method. 

 IRV creates fairer outcomes. When voters can only indicate support for a single candidate, 

then a candidate opposed by a strong majority of voters can be elected because the voters 

are split between two or more other candidates. Through IRV, voters elect a majority 

candidate in a similar way that a runoff election would but without the additional costs. 

 IRV minimizes the “spoiler” dynamic. Candidates with less support but a similar appeal as a 

leading candidate are often called “spoilers.” In our current system, these candidates are 

discouraged from participating to avoid the problems of vote-splitting and electing a 

candidate opposed by a majority. IRV enables new voices to participate in elections and 

have their voices heard. 

 Candidates campaign positively and to a broader group of voters. When voters can only 

indicate support for one candidate, candidates have no incentive to reach out to voters who 

favor their opponents. Further, candidates can benefit by campaigning negatively against 

opponents to depress the turnout of their opponents’ supporters. Under IRV, candidates 

benefit by being the second or later choice of voters backing trailing candidates, so they 

have incentives to reach out to more voters, and they risk losing second-choice support by 

alienating supporters of opponents with negative campaigning. Mike Brennan, the first 

mayor of Portland (ME) elected by IRV, highlighted this feature of this system as 

particularly attractive to him and particularly connected to use of IRV. 

 Telephone surveys of RCV in seven cities show support and impact. FairVote recently 

funded a research project by four independent political scientists on the impact of RCV on 

the civility and substance of election campaigns in American cities. As part of the project, 

the Eagleton Poll surveyed more than 4,800 likely voters in 21 cities after their local city 

elections (in November 2013 or November 2014). Key findings included: 

o Reduced negative campaigning: More respondents in cities using RCV reported 

candidates spent less time criticizing opponents than in cities that did not use 

RCV.  In the 2013 survey, for example, only 5% of respondents thought that 

candidates criticized each other “a great deal of the time” compared to 25% in 

non-RCV cities.  A corresponding survey of more than 200 candidates had similar 

findings: 29% of candidates in RCV cities reported being portrayed negatively by 

opponents, compared to 40% in non-RCV cities. 
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o Ballots easy to understand: In the surveys, nine in ten voters found the RCV 

ballot easy to understand. In the four RCV cities in California, more respondents 

(49%) in RCV cities reported understanding RCV extremely or very well than 

reported understanding their state’s top-two primary extremely or very well 

(40%).  Well over 99% of all RCV city voters cast valid RCV ballots in 2013-14. 

o Majority support for RCV in all 7 cities with it: A majority of all respondents 

in both surveys believed RCV should be used in local elections in their city. 

Support was greatest in cities already using RCV: in the 2013 survey, 62% of 

those in RCV cities supported its use in their local elections; in the 2014 survey 

in California, 57% of respondents in cities using RCV supported its use. In every 

city, a majority of voters supported RCV over a non-RCV system. 

Common Questions about Instant Runoff Voting 

Because IRV is a new to many people, often there are questions that arise regarding how it works. 

Here are answers to some of the most common questions. 

 Instant runoff voting is legal. Every voter has one vote, even though they have the ability to 

indicate backup choices. Every voter has one and only one vote in each round. Courts have 

unequivocally upheld the system. FairVote can provide copies of court decisions from 

Michigan, Minnesota, and the Ninth Circuit Court of Appeals upholding IRV.  

 Instant runoff voting is fair to voters and candidates. No voter gets more votes than anyone 

else. Candidates must have both strong core support with significant first choices as well as 

breadth of support as the second or later choice of opponents who are eliminated in the 

instant runoff. And, of course, IRV avoids the current system’s unfairness in that it avoids 

the situation where a candidate wins when most voters oppose that candidate. 

 Instant runoff voting is simple to use. Millions of voters from a variety of backgrounds use 

ranked ballots for important governmental offices without difficulty. Exit polls from cities 

using IRV demonstrate that voters understand and prefer the system, and ballot error rates 

have consistently been low in cities using IRV. 

 Instant runoff voting can be effectively administered using existing voting systems. Major 

voting equipment vendors are now running instant runoff elections in places like 

Minneapolis and San Francisco. Each of the largest voting system vendors is seeking 

certification for systems tested for ranked ballots. In addition, third party companies offer to 

conduct instant runoff tallies, as they have done in cities like Portland, Maine, which may 

represent the fastest and least expensive option in the short term. 

Conclusion 

Democracy is at its best when every voter can participate in a meaningful election and every 

citizen's vote is counted. Voting is easy and IRV gives voters a greater voice in elections. It has 

been administered by election officials around the U.S. and worldwide, and it can certainly be 

adapted for use in Massachusetts. IRV holds great promise for improving elections in 

Massachusetts and is a desirable, pro-democracy reform. I will be happy to discuss details for best 

practices in more detail.  


