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Ranked Choice Voting for Montgomery County Special Elections 
 

FairVote, Common Cause, and the League of Women Voters of Montgomery County support 

state enabling legislation to allow Montgomery County to use ranked choice voting (RCV) for 

special elections for County Council and County Executive. RCV was recommended by the 

Montgomery County Right to Vote Task Force in its 2014 report. The League of Women Voters 

of Montgomery County took its position in favor of RCV for vacancies after a year-long study. 

 

What it does: The enabling legislation, introduced by Delegate Sheila Hixson, would authorize 

the Montgomery County Council to County to adopt ranked choice voting (also known as 

“instant runoff voting”) for special elections for County Council or Executive. The Council 

would have several options for doing so. They could choose to use RCV in the primary election, 

the general election, or could choose to hold just one special election (combine the primary and 

general) and avoid the costs and decreased voter turnout associated with holding two elections. 

 

How RCV works: Voters can rank as many or as few candidates as they want in order of 

choice. All first choices are counted, and the candidate with the fewest votes is eliminated. If a 

voter’s first choice candidate is eliminated, their vote instantly goes to their next choice. This 

process continues until a candidate receives a majority of votes and is declared the winner. 

Montgomery County voting machines are equipped to read ranked ballots, and the County 

would not need to purchase new machines in order to implement RCV. Attached to this 

testimony is a sample ranked choice voting ballot.  

 

Proven in Practice: A dozen cities around the country across six states use RCV for their 

elections, including Minneapolis, MN, San Francisco, CA, and Portland, ME. The Arlington 

County Democratic Party uses RCV regularly for their firehouse primaries, including three that 

involved a total of more than 10,000 voters in 2014. A detailed two-year study of the cities that 

use RCV in California’s Bay Area indicates that voters widely support it, and handle the 

system very well. In each city that was studied, ranked choice voting received a majority of 

support from voters. In addition, in each of the 24 elections that were held in 2014 in the Bay 

Area, over 99% of ballots that were cast were valid. Furthermore, voters have embraced the 

additional choices that ranked choice voting provides. For example, three-quarters (74%) of 

Oakland voters ranked three different mayoral candidates. Another 11% of voters ranked two. 

In the 11 Alameda County RCV races with three or more candidates, 63% of voters ranked 

three candidates, and 76% ranked at least two. 

 

Saves Money: Should the Council decide to combine the primary and general election and hold 

a single special election with ranked choice voting, they could save a lot of money. There have 

been two recent special elections in which Montgomery County could have saved hundreds of 

http://vote.minneapolismn.gov/rcv/
http://www.sfbetterelections.com/index.html
http://www.fairvote.org/reforms/instant-runoff-voting/where-rcv-is-used-2/ranked-choice-voting-in-portland/
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thousands of dollars had they done exactly that. In both 2008 and 2009, a special election was 

held for the District 4 County Council seat where the County was forced to pay for a low turnout 

primary and general election in each year, despite the winner of the Democratic primary going 

on to handily win both years. The County spent $1.35 million in 2008 and $1.44 million in 2009. 

Those costs could have been cut in half both years, saving nearly $675,000 in 2008 and nearly 

$720,000 in 2009 by consolidating the primary and general elections with RCV, while achieving 

the same democratic results. 

 

Effects on Participation: Again, should the council hold a single special election, participation 

levels would benefit. Voter turnout in special elections is typically only about 10% of registered 

voters, leading the Board of Elections to limit the number of precincts open for voters. Turnout 

drops even more between the primary and general election. Using RCV in special elections 

would ensure there is a winner in a single decisive election. 

 

Deals with Unique Characteristics of Special Elections: By nature, special elections draw a 

more crowded field of candidates—particularly in the primary election. With the County’s new 

public financing laws, a once large field will likely be even larger. For example, you can just 

imagine how many elected officials might run for a county executive vacancy election. Ranked 

choice voting would uphold majority rule and make sure that a candidate with broad support 

from the primary electorate advanced to the general election. RCV also makes sense in the 

general election, as Independents and third parties typically see their highest levels of support in 

vacancy elections. Adopting RCV would ensure general election results grounded in majority 

rule, and voters wouldn’t have to worry about a third-party candidate splitting the vote and 

playing the role of “spoiler.” 

 

Inclusive Elections: With the current system where everyone votes for one candidate and 

someone wins with a plurality (the most votes, rather than a majority of votes), voters of color 

and other communities within the electorate that are underrepresented often vote for a 

candidate who just doesn’t have enough support to win. In our current system, the reality is that 

front-running candidates don’t have any incentive to reach out and appeal to those voters. 

Instead, they want to mobilize their base, and voters in the minority are ignored. With ranked 

choice voting, however, those voters’ second choice now becomes valuable, and candidates 

need to reach out and have conversations with members of the community they normally might 

not have. Instead of feeling like their voice went unheard, as it does in our current system, 

those voters now have a meaningful voice throughout the democratic process, and the 

candidate that ends up winning has a stronger mandate because of it. This is not to say that 

racial minority candidates do not win with RCV. Rather, women and people of color—both 

groups that are consistently under-represented, especially at the local level—do very well under 

RCV. In the 52 offices elected with RCV in the Bay Area, 46 are women and/or people of 

color.  

https://www.montgomerycountymd.gov/council/Resources/Files/agenda/col/2009/090212/20090212_1.pdf
http://www.montgomerycountymd.gov/COUNCIL/Resources/Files/agenda/cm/2009/090309/20090309_mfp4.pdf
http://www.montgomerycountymd.gov/Elections/PastElections/PastResults.html
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More Civil Campaigns: The Eagleton Poll at Rutgers University and a core team of four 

academics led by Professor Caroline Tolbert of the University of Iowa analyzed the views and 

experiences of Bay Area voters in large independent public opinion surveys, and explored the 

tone of newspaper coverage and candidates' social media activity. Likely voters in cities that 

used RCV in their local elections in 2013 and 2014 were more satisfied with the conduct of 

candidate campaigns, and perceived less candidate criticism and negative campaigning in the 

lead up to their local elections. With ranked choice voting, candidates refrain from negative 

attacks that serve to alienate voters who might rank them second or third. Instead, candidates 

know that positive, issue focused campaigns give them the best chance to win under ranked 

choice voting.  

 

Sample Ranked Choice Voting Ballot: 

 

http://clas.uiowa.edu/polisci/people/caroline-j-tolbert

