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Ranked Choice Voting in Practice: 
Analysis of Voter Turnout in RCV Elections 
 

 

Introduction 

In a comprehensive study analyzing 26 American cities 
across 79 elections, Professor David Kimball and Ph.D. 
candidate Joseph Anthony from the University of 
Missouri-St. Louis have examined the impact of ranked 
choice voting (RCV) on voter turnout. Their study 
compares cities with and without RCV to observe 
difference in turnout for general elections, primaries, and 
residual votes. Furthermore, they also include a case study 
of Minneapolis, Minnesota to more closely investigate the 
impact of RCV on voter turnout inequities. Kimball and 
Anthony’s study, which will soon be submitted for 
publication, shows that the adoption of RCV:  

 is associated with a 10-point increase in voter turnout compared to primary and runoff 
elections 

 is not associated with any change in turnout in the General Election 
 is not associated with any change in the number of residual votes  
 did not exacerbate inequities in voter turnout and residual votes in Minneapolis, 

Minnesota 

Project Overview 

 As a structural reform that is designed to 
improve elections, an important question 
that has yet to be answered about the 
operation of RCV in the American context 
relates to its impact on voter turnout and, 
within that, which demographic groups are 
most affected by its implementation. 
Kimball and Anthony tackle this research 
question with an approach that utilizes a 
treatment group of cities that abandoned 
traditional plurality elections in favor of RCV 
and compares them to a control group of 
cities that continued to use traditional 
plurality elections. These control cities are 
selected because they have similar 
characteristics to a city in the treatment 
group, including population, region, and 
demographic diversity (see Table 1). The 

RCV City Matched Plurality Cities 

Minneapolis, MN Boston, MA; Cincinnati, OH; 
Tulsa, OK; Seattle, WA 

St. Paul, MN Cedar Rapids, IA; Des 
Moines, IA; Madison, WI; 
Spokane, WA 

Cambridge, MA Ann Arbor, MI; Lowell, MA; 
Stamford, CT; Worcester, 
MA 

Berkeley, CA Alameda, CA 

Oakland, CA; San 
Leandro, CA 

Anaheim, CA; Santa Ana, 
CA; Santa Clara, CA; 
Stockton, CA; Richmond, CA 

San Francisco, CA San Jose, CA 

In 2013, FairVote received a 
$300,000 grant from the 
Democracy Fund to coordinate a 
research project on the impact of 
ranked choice voting on the 
civility and substance of election 
campaigns in American cities. As 
part of the project, Professor 
David Kimball has researched the 
impact of ranked choice voting 
on voter turnout. 

Table 1: Cities for Turnout Comparison 
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treatment cities span the country, ranging from 
Cambridge, Massachusetts to Minneapolis, 
Minnesota, to San Francisco, California. Recent 
elections in these cities are analyzed to observe 
differences in voter turnout and residual votes (a 
measurement of voter confusion and error) that 
can be attributed to the implementation of RCV. 

Turnout 

Kimball and Anthony conduct two levels of 
analysis to measure the effect of RCV on voter 
turnout: first, they compare RCV elections and 
plurality general elections and second, they 
compare RCV elections and plurality primaries 
and runoffs. Both analyses also control for 
external factors that might influence turnout 
such as election competitiveness, number of 
contests on the ballot, and timing of the election. 
In regards to the comparison between RCV and 
plurality cities for general elections, Kimball and 
Anthony find no statistically significant 
difference in turnout between the two. 
Moreover, all three external factors have a larger 
impact on turnout in general elections than the 
implementation of RCV. When comparing RCV 
elections to plurality primaries and runoffs, 
however, Kimball and Anthony observe a 
statistically significant 10-point increase in RCV 
city voter turnout (see Figure 1). The authors 
explain this is likely due to the compression of 
the election timeline from two elections (in a 
plurality city), which might otherwise fatigue 
voters and candidates, into one (in an RCV city)  

Residual Votes 

To measure the impact of RCV on voter error, 
Kimball and Anthony assess the rates of residual 
votes, which include both overvotes and 
undervotes. An overvote occurs when a voter 
selects too many candidates on a ballot and is 
almost always a sign of error, whereas an 
undervote occurs when a voter does not make a 
selection for an office and can be an intentional 
omission. Previous research indicates overvotes 
and undervotes can be measured together as a 
sign of confusion. Kimball and Anthony find that 
there is no statistically significant difference in 
residual votes as a result of the implementation 
of RCV (see Figure 2). Instead, a competitive 
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Figure 1: Mean Voter Turnout in RCV and 
Plurality City Elections: Primary/Runoff 
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Figure 2: Mean Residual Vote Rate for Top 
Contests in RCV and Plurality City Elections 
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Minneapolis Elections in 2005 and 2013  
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mayoral race has a greater impact by reducing residual votes by 3.8 percentage points on 
average. 

Impact on racial minorities and low-income voters 

Much of the criticism against RCV is directed towards an alleged disproportionate impact on 
some demographic groups (see Jacobs & Miller, 2013; McDaniel 2015). For example, turnout 
rates in the recent 2013 election in Minneapolis were higher in wards with a larger proportion 
of white and high-income voters than wards that were more proportionately consisted of 
racial minorities and low-income voters. Previous research, however, has failed to take a 
longitudinal approach to measure turnout disparities. Kimball and Anthony consequently 
utilize Minneapolis as a case study and measure turnout rates dating back to 2005, the last 
mayoral election before the city adopted RCV. Comparing changes in turnout between 
different groups of wards, Kimball and Anthony find that RCV had no statistically significant 
impact on turnout disparities between these wards (see Figure 3). Though turnout disparities 
continue to exist across the country, it is worth noting that RCV did not exacerbate these 
inequities in Minneapolis.  

Conclusion 
This research conducted by Kimball and Anthony provides important insight into the effect 
of RCV on voter turnout, while also exploring its impact on residual votes and participation 
between demographic groups. Most prominently, RCV increased turnout in elections when 
compared to primary and runoff elections of similar plurality cities. Beyond this impact, the 
adoption RCV had no significant impact on turnout. Moreover, the adoption of RCV was not 
associated with a significant change in residual votes or disparities in turnout. This research 
provides the fullest overview yet on the impact of RCV on participation as it analyzes 
elections in numerous cities across the United States – some that adopted RCV and many 
control cities that did not – and explores participation both before and after the 
implementation of RCV. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
About the Author: Elliot Louthern is a 2015-2016 Advocacy Fellow at FairVote. Elliot 
graduated from Washington University in St. Louis in 2015. His senior honors thesis 
researched the backlash effect – a phenomenon where citizens disproportionately 
impacted by voting restrictions end up voting at higher rates in response.  
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