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Since 2004, San Francisco has elected its Mayor, Board of Supervi-
sors, and other city offices with ranked choice voting (RCV, also 
called ñinstant runoff votingò). With RCV, instead of voting for a sin-
gle candidate, voters rank candidates in order of choice. Approved by 
voters in 2002, the charter amendment that enacted RCV stated that 
the San Francisco Elections Department should allow voters to rank 
all candidates on the ballot in order of preference but permitted a limi-
tation to no fewer than three due to voting equipment limitations.1 To 
date, the City has used a ballot design that limits voters to three rank-
ings, as shown. Each RCV contest, with all its listed candidates, ap-
pears on the ballot three times: once for the voterôs first choice, once 
for the second choice, and once for the third choice. 
 
This report attempts to quantify how well voters have interacted with 
this form of an RCV ballot over the 68 RCV elections that took place 
in San Francisco from 2004-2016. It breaks contests down into cate-
gories based on how competitive they were and analyzes the rates at 
which voters ranked candidates; the rates at which they skipped the 
contest entirely; and two types of voter errors (skipped rankings and 
overvotes). It measures how RCV performs in San Francisco on these 
and other metrics compared to non-RCV contests in the city. We find 
that San Francisco voters have generally made effective use of this form of an RCV ballot despite its limita-
tions, especially compared to the prior system based on two-round runoffs.  
 
We also identify evidence of how votersô use of the RCV ballot has improved over time. For example: 
¶ In contests with multiple candidates and contests that went to multiple rounds of counting to determine a 
winner (meaning no candidate earned more than half of first choice rankings), voters have become increas-
ingly likely to rank second and third choices.  

¶ In contests with at least three candidates and multiple rounds of counting, 74.5% of ballots ranked at least 
two candidates, and 60.8% of ballots ranked three.  

¶ Skipped rankings are rare and have become rarer over timeðin competitive races with three or more can-
didates, all the elections in which 1% or more of ballots had skipped rankings occurred in the first three 
years of RCV (2004-2006). 

¶ Overvotes are rare, and the rate of overvotes correlates far more with the number of candidates in a contest 
than the use of RCV in comparison to non-RCV elections. There has not been a RCV election with an 
overvote rate greater than 1% since 2010.  
 

However, our findings do identify how the current ballot design has correctable limitations. For example, San 
Francisco voters do not use their rankings as effectively as voters did in Santa Fe (NM) in their first use of 
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RCV (March 2018)ða five-candidate election for mayor. 
¶ The ballot design in Santa Fe did not limit rankings to three. Notably nearly two in three Santa Fe 
voters ranked all five mayoral candidates. This decision to rank was not among just certain kind of 
voters; at least 60% of all candidatesô supporters used all of their rankings.  

¶ Listing candidatesô names only once with tighter columns also worked wellð99.9% of all mayoral 
ballots were valid in the first round, 99.7% of all voters casted a valid vote in the mayorôs race, and 
96% of ballots were still in play in the final instant runoff between the top two candidates.  

 
For this reason, we recommend that San Francisco use new voting equipment in 2019 that allows a 
ñgridò design like Santa Feôs, which lifts the limitation on rankings to no fewer than six rankings. 
 

 
Before diving into our findings, we want to elevate two particular ways that San Francisco has benefit-
ed from ranked choice voting (RCV). 
 
Cost savings: San Francisco first began using RCV in 2004. By implementing RCV, the city elimi-
nated the need for costly December runoff election. A runoff for a district supervisor used to cost the 
City and County of San Francisco $340,000 while a December mayoral election used to cost the city 
$3.7 million.2 

 
If one assumes that the first round of an RCV election mirrors what would have happened in the first 
round of the cityôs old runoff system, then San Francisco has avoided a large number of runoffs, in-
cluding four Board of Supervisor district runoffs in 2004, one citywide runoff in 2005, two Board of 
Supervisor district runoffs in 2006, four Board of Supervisor district runoffs in 2008, four Board of Su-
pervisor district runoffs in 2010, one citywide runoff for three separate offices in 2011, two Board of 
Supervisor district runoffs in 2012, one Board of Supervisor district runoff in 2014, and three Board of 
Supervisor runoffs in 2016. RCV saved the costs of running two citywide runoffs and 20 district run-
offs over eight different election years. 
 
Collectively, not holding these runoffs represents savings for taxpayers of more than ten million dol-
lars, without factoring in savings in public financing costs and the extra burdens on each individual vot-
er needing to go to the polls or vote by mail. While there were some costs involving voter education, 
additional ballot printing, and making equipment ready for RCV, taxpayer savings still have been sig-
nificant. Equipment vendorsô costs are dropping as more jurisdictions use RCV, and the cost savings 
involved with avoiding runoffs will only increase. 
 
Higher voter turnout in decisive election: There is encouraging polling data on voter understanding 
of ballot instructions, as well as turnout and participation.3 Many voters did not participate in Decem-
ber runoffs in San Francisco before adoption of RCV. The median turnout decline for 14 San Francisco 
runoffs between 2000 and 2003 was 39.5%, meaning that for every five voters who turned out in the 
November election, only three returned for the runoff. Without RCV, December runoffs would have 
been needed in 22 runoffs, including 20 runoffs to decide winners of Board of Supervisor races after 
the much higher turnout San Francisco experiences in November of even years. 
 
Under RCV, far more voters on average participate in the decisive election round.4 The median per-
centage of exhausted ballots (ballots that do not count in the final round which is analogous to turnout 
decline in runoff) was just 13.2% in the 24 RCV elections needing multiple rounds, meaning that 
86.8% of votersô ballots on average count in the final, decisive election. Further, by holding a single 
election when turnout is highest and more diverse, RCV has produced more representative results. Un-
der the previous runoff system, the average winner won the runoff with actually fewer votes (7%) than 
the first-round leader. In contrast, the winner in the final round of a RCV election increased their vote 
total, on average, by nearly 32%. 
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This report first provides an overview of previous research and concerns and then expands upon previ-
ous research by considering other available metrics that are available through ballot image data that the 
Department of Elections produces for each ranked choice voting election, such as data on skipped rank-
ings, fully ranked ballots, ballot exhaustion, overvotes, undervotes, and turnout. To gauge voter under-
standing and effectiveness of RCV, FairVote studied this data for all 68 RCV elections that have oc-
curred in San Francisco. Where applicable, we compared these results to runoffs in San Francisco that 
occurred prior to the implementation of RCV and compared them to other elections on San Francisco 
ballots to have a baseline to judge how well RCV is working in the city. 
 
To get a deeper understanding of voter experience across several types of elections, we have broken 
down the following analysis into three categories: 
Elections with three or more candidates that went to multiple rounds of counting; 
Elections with three or more candidates that were won in the first count; and 
Elections with fewer than three candidates that were won in the first count.  

 
The report concludes with recommendations to improve upon the effectiveness of RCV. 
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San Francisco was the first city in the modern era to enact ranked choice voting and is home to major scholarly 
institutions. As such, it has regularly been the subject of scholarly research, by both academics and institutions 
seeking to better understand how voters handle the new system. Although some authors have been critical of 
RCV, the data overall suggest that voters in fact have adapted well to the new system and most RCV election 
winners are taking office with the support of more voters compared to the previous December runoff system. 
Research referenced in this review includes the following, listed in chronological order of publication:  

¶ DeLeon, Richard E., San Francisco and Instant Runoff Voting: An Analysis of the SFSU/PRI Exit Poll Da-
ta Assessing Voter Opinions about Ranked Choice Voting in the November 2004 Board of Supervisors 
Elections, 2005. 

¶ Neely, Francis, Corey Cook, and Lisel Blash, An Assessment of Ranked-Choice Voting in the 2004 San 
Francisco Election, Public Research Institute, 2005. 

¶ Robb, D. M., The Effect of Instant Runoff Voting on Democracy, University of California, Irvine, 2011. 
¶ Fried, Jason and Ahmad El-Najjar, The Voting Process, Including Ranked Choice Voting for Local Offices 
in the City and County of San Francisco, San Francisco Local Agency Formation Commission, 2012. 

¶ McDaniel, Jason, Writing the Rules to Rank the Candidates: Examining the Impact of Instant Runoff Vot-
ing on Racial Group Turnout in San Francisco Mayoral Elections, Journal of Urban Affairs, 2015. 

¶ Neely and McDaniel, Overvoting and the Equality of Voice under Instant-Runoff Voting in San Francisco, 
California Journal of Politics and Policy, 2015. 

¶ John, Sarah and Caroline J. Tolbert, Socioeconomic and Demographic Perspectives on Ranked Choice 
Voting in the Bay Area, Ranked Choice Voting Civility Project Research Report #4, 2015. 

¶ Donovan, Todd, Caroline Tolbert and Kellen Gracey, Campaign Civility under Preferential and Plurality 
Voting, Electoral Studies, 2016.

One area that researchers have addressed is whether some San Francisco voters, especially certain voters of 

color, find the ranked ballot more difficult to engage with and thus are disadvantaged by the system. For exam-

ple, San Francisco State University professor Jason McDaniel (2015) argues that ñIRV/RCV increases the in-

formation costs of voting by asking voters to engage in a more cognitively demanding task of rank-ordering 

candidates, and by removing some of the potential information cues provided by a run-off campaign. é By 

making the voting decision more complicated and costly, Instant-Runoff Voting obscures rather than clarifies 

the benefits of electoral participation, making it more difficult for voters to express racial group interests 

through the voting decision.ò (p.6-7). 

But other research does not support this claim. For example, in his 2005 study, San Francisco State University 

professor Richard DeLeon uses precinct data to show that there is no proof that Asian American voters had 

more difficulties with ranked choice voting than other racial groups, including white voters. In Neely and 
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Cook (2005), San Francisco State University Professors Francis Neely and Corey Cook found that, ñthe ten-

dency to rank three candidates was consistently more common in precincts where more Asian Americans re-

side.ò (p. 530-554). 

A FairVote analysis of the 2006 District 4 open seat election reveals how well Asian American voters use the 

system. District 4 is the only Board of Supervisors district that is majority Asian American. In the 2006 ranked 

choice voting (RCV) election, an Asian American candidate defeated a non-Asian candidate by 52.5% to 

47.5%. If one simulates the election without this candidate, a second Asian candidate again defeats the non-

Asian candidate in the final round. If one simulates the election without either of these candidates, a third Asian 

candidate defeats the non-Asian candidate in the final round. 

The 2015 Neely and McDaniel study notes that there no evidence that ranking candidates is in decline. Neely 

and Cook also found that, more generally, ñ[v]oters were more likely to use the ballot to its fullest in contests 

where more candidates ran, and that influence was relatively strong.ò (p. 549). By analyzing the data of all 

RCV elections that have taken place in San Francisco, our research in the next section of the report expands on 

the notion that voters rank when there are more candidates and elections are more competitive. 

¶ 

¶ 
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Malia Cohen came in third place in the first round, with 11.8% of votes, compared to Lynette Sweetôs 
12.1% and Tony Kellyôs 11.8%. 26% of ballots were ñinvoluntarily exhausted,ò meaning voters cor-
rectly ranked three candidates, but none of them made it to the final round. This race represents an out-
lier because the number of competitive candidates made ballot exhaustion rates high due to San Fran-
ciscoôs three-choice limit. The exhaustion is a consequence not of the ranked choice ballot, but of vot-
ersô inability to rank more than three candidates. 
 

In their 2015 article, Neely and McDaniel argue that overvotingðwhere a voter indicates more than 
one candidate for a particular rankingðoccur disproportionately in precincts with more African Ameri-
can residents, and are often more likely where Latino, elderly, foreign-born, and less wealthy citizens 
reside. But the authors also note that ñthis pattern of overvoting is similar in both IRV and non-IRV 
contests.ò This suggests that ranked choice voting (RCV) is no different than other election methods in 
terms of voter error.  
 
Their study further noted that that overvotes were more likely to happen in RCV elections between 
2004-2011 than in the Judicial and Senate elections that occurred in the same time (p.12). However, the 
highest rate of overvote from any race during that time was the 2010 Board of Education race, which is 
not an RCV race.  
 
This report will provide new data and analysis on overvotes that further suggests that overvoting is not 
a notable problem in RCV elections in San Francisco todayðand that higher overvotes have occurred 
in the first round of crowded Top Two primaries than RCV elections. 
 

 

Recent news reports have suggested that voter turnout has been adversely affected by the introduction 
of ranked choice voting (RCV). However, this research for this claim has been limited to mayoral elec-
tions in San Francisco, which have not been competitive in the RCV era.  
 
In McDaniel (2015), Jason McDaniel argues that the adoption of RCV in San Francisco mayoral elec-
tions has been associated with lower turnout among white voters and African Americans, as well as 
younger voters and voters with lower levels of educational attainment.6 At the same time, McDaniel 
also finds that there has not been a decline in turnout among Latino or Asian American voters associat-
ed with RCV and that RCV elections showed a significant decrease in the turnout disparities related to 
income.  
 
One reason for these seemingly contradictory findings is that McDanielôs model had a small sample 
size (three non-RCV elections for mayor and two RCV elections for mayor) and considered only three 
election-level control variables: public financing, the presence of an incumbent, and the presence of a 
viable in-group candidate for the major ethnic groups that make up the San Francisco electorate. As-
sumptions that underlie two of these variables and the omission of a measure of electoral competitive-
ness from the model indicate that the most logical and likely explanations for shifts in turnout were 
missed, with much of the blame falling to the change in electoral system as a result. There also was the 
question of how to categorize the election of Mayor Ed Lee in 2011. Lee ran in 2011 as a heavy favor-
ite after being appointed earlier in the year, had high favorability ratings as mayor, and won by 20% in 
the final instant runoff. But McDaniel categorizes this election as an open seat race. 
 
Furthermore, RCV is used to elect 18 offices in San Francisco and 35 more in cities throughout the Bay 
Area, but McDanielôs paper draws conclusions about the system from an analysis of elections for one 
office in one city. Only two of those races occurred after the adoption of RCV, with the first won by 
Gavin Newsom by 74% to 6% in 2007 and the second being Leeôs final round landslide win in 2011.  
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In addition, mayoral elections are the only ones in San Francisco where runoff election turnout doesnôt 
precipitously decline. As a result, it is the only contest in which a particularly clear benefit of RCV is 
less applicable. For non-mayoral offices, runoff elections have meant that a much smaller group of vot-
ers participate in the decisive contest. By limiting the election to one election date, RCV maximizes the 
number of voters who participate in the decisive election. But McDanielôs study overlooks the many 
non-mayoral runoffs that prior to implementation of RCV resulted in large declines in voter turnout. 
 
In 2013, former San Francisco State University political specialist Rich Deleon and former president of 
the American Political Science Association Arend Lijphart took a broader view in a San Francisco 
Chronicle op-ed. They wrote, ñThe ranked-choice-voting system facilitates the political representation 
of San Francisco's diversity by allowing elections to be decided in November, when voter turnout is 
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typically high and more reflective of the city's broader electorate, including racial and ethnic minorities.ò7 

 
The San Francisco Local Agency Formation produced a report in 2012 that analyzed voter participation 
rates and voter error rates of RCV elections. Measuring turnout by total number of voters, not as a percent-
age of registered voters or the Citizen Voting Age Population, the authors found that turnout increased in 
RCV elections for the Board of Supervisors, and neither increased or decreased in citywide elections.8 

 
FairVoteôs research supports these conclusions. Generally, the use of RCV to eliminate low turnout runoff 
elections has allowed more voters to elect their candidates of choice when turnout is higher and thus more 
representative. Prior to adoption of RCV, many voters did not participate in the second round of voting in 
December runoffðthe median turnout decline for local runoffs between 2000 and 2003 was 39.5%, mean-
ing on average more than a third of voters skipped the runoff. Under November RCV elections, far more 
voters participate in the decisive election round. The median percentage of exhausted ballotsðthat is, bal-
lots that do not count in the final roundðin the 24 RCV elections needing multiple rounds was 13.2%, 
meaning that 86.8% of votersô ballots count in the final, decisive election round.  
 
The timing of an election is a significant factor in turnout. San Francisco holds odd-year local elections for 
Mayor to allow voters to focus on municipal issues. The combination of general low visibility of these 
elections and voter fatigue from too many elections means odd-year elections often have low turnout.9 Yet 
San Franciscoôs 2011 mayoral election when Ed Lee was first elected had higher voter turnout rate than all 
but one of the 22 most populous U.S. cities, with the top city holding its mayoral election in conjunction 
with the November 2012 presidential election.10  

More people turn out to vote in November even-year general elections than other elections because they are 
decisive elections (as opposed to primary elections in which no one actually wins an office) and either the 
president or governor are on the ballot, along with U.S. Senators, Members of Congress, state legislators 
and ballot measures. But just like December runoffs, June primaries have lower turnout. Looking at the last 
four California election cycles, turnout of registered voters is on average 28.4% lower during the statewide 
primary election than during the general election statewide.11  
 
San Francisco voter turnout is significantly lower during the June primary than November general election. 
Looking at the last four June primary elections in San Francisco, turnout was an average of 28.5% lower, 
compared to the November general elections of the same years, which averaged 66.8% turnout of regis-
tered voters.12 Similarly, in the last four San Francisco mayoral elections which occur during odd-year/off-
cycle years, turnout averaged 44.7%, a 22.1% drop compared to November, even-year general elections in 
the same time period. 
 
Several academic articles have addressed the impact of RCV on racial group voter turnout. A 2011 study of 
the impact of RCV in San Francisco elections by Denise Munro Robb found that the system has resulted in 
ñincreasing minority representation and greater participation rates at the ballot box,ò (p.209) particularly in 
contrast with the low turnout runoff elections previously held for the Board of Supervisors. By eliminating 
runoff elections, RCV ensures that all contests are decided in the November election, when turnout is at its 
highest and more diverse. RCV elections in Oakland find similarly encouraging outcomes.13 

Looking to other U.S. cities using RCV, professors David Kimball and Joseph Anthony in a 2016 paper 
found that RCV rules help avoid the substantial drop in voter participation in local primary and runoff elec-
tions. They did not find that RCV otherwise had any clear impact on voter turnout and ballot completion in 
municipal elections. Since 2016, turnout in mayoral elections with RCV are encouraging. Minneapolis and 
St. Paul, Minnesota both used RCV to conduct their mayoral elections in 2017. In Minneapolis, 43% of 
registered voters voted in 2017, up from 33% in 2013 and higher than any prior mayoral race in Minneap-
olis for the last 20 years, including two without RCV. In St. Paul, turnout was also the highest itôs been in 
at least two decades; 61,600 (39%) of registered voters cast ballots in the 2017 mayoral race, compared to 
31,175 in 2013.14 In its first use of RCV in 2018, Santa Fe experienced its highest mayoral turnout in more 
than a decade, rising 9% from a comparably contested mayoral race in 2014. 
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FairVote collected and studied all available ballot image data for all 68 ranked choice voting (RCV) elections 
that have occurred in San Francisco since RCV was implemented in 2004. We analyzed common metrics used 
for ballot and election analysis including fully ranked ballots, skipped rankings, overvotes, undervotes, turnout, 
and ballot exhaustion. In the following analysis we have noted where the city did not release complete ballot 
image data. Where applicable we also compared these results to runoff elections in San Francisco that occurred 
prior to the implementation of RCV, as well as other elections that appear on San Francisco ballots to have a 
baseline to judge how well RCV is working in the city.  
 
We wanted our analysis to reflect that a voterôs experience in a highly competitive RCV election is different 
from a voter in a less competitive or uncompetitive RCV election. Within each metric discussion we have bro-
ken down the analysis into three categories: 
 
1. Elections with three or more candidates that went to multiple rounds of counting 
2. Elections with three or more candidates that only had one round of counting 
3. Elections with one to two candidates that only had one round of counting 
 

 
In San Francisco, a fully ranked ballot with the cur-
rent voting equipment and ballot design is one with 
three rankings. Figure 1 shows the patterns of rank-
ings across the three different subsets of elections 
outlined above. We have also included the 2011 
Mayoral race in Figure 1, as it is the closest compar-
ison we have for the upcoming 2018 Mayoral elec-
tion. Figure 2 shows the patterns of ballot rankings 
across time. When RCV was first implemented in 
San Francisco, there was an observed decrease in 
percentage of fully ranked ballots from 2004-2007, 
which caused concern that voters were not adapting 
to the new ranked ballots. We included Figure 2 to 
address this concern, as it demonstrates that the per-
cent has not continued to trend downward. Instead, 
higher percentages of fully ranked ballots were ob-
served in correlation with competitive citywide and 
presidential elections years.  
 
In elections with fewer than three candidates that 
were won in the first round, a high percentage of 
ballots with single rankings is to be expected be-
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cause it likely means there was an incumbent running, the race was uncontested, and there was no way a 
ballot would count for a second candidate unless a write-in candidate were to finish in the top two. Con-
versely, in competitive, multi-candidate elections, we would expect fewer voters to only use one rank, and 
a higher percentage of voters to fully rank their ballots. The trends in Figure 1 do not represent confused 
voters, but rather voters who understand candidateôs positions and the competitiveness of the elections. In 
general, voters are more likely to rank candidates when they expect the rankings to come into effect, and 
less likely to do so otherwise.

Between 2004 and 2016, there were 24 competitive RCV elections with multiple candidates and multiple 
rounds of counting in San Francisco. Across these elections, the percentages of fully ranked ballots in-
creased as the number of candidates increased. The nine elections with the highest percentages of fully 
ranked ballots all had at least seven candidates. As the number of candidates increased, the percentage of 
ballots with one and two rankings also decreased. Of the five elections with the highest percentages of bal-
lots with only one ranking, the number of candidates ranged from three to seven. The median number of 
candidates for these competitive elections was seven. On average, 75.4% of ballots had two or three rank-
ings, 60.8% of ballots on average across these elections had three rankings (fully ranked ballots), 14.6% 
had two rankings, and 24.4% had one ranking. 92% of ballots cast in these elections had at least one rank-
ing. 

 
This direct relationship between competitiveness during an open seat election, the number of candidates, 
and the percentage of fully ranked ballots in RCV elections echoes the findings of Neely and McDaniel in 
their 2015 study. In the study, the authors address the findings of Neely and Cook in 2008, which described 
concerns that the rate of fully ranked ballots had decreased steadily from 2004-2007, and that this decline 
may be indicative of voter disinterest in RCV. Studying more years of RCV elections, Neely and McDaniel 
conclude that no such decline, in fact, persisted.  
 
To illustrate this finding, we plotted the median rate of fully ranked ballots in RCV elections for each year 
since 2004 (Figure 2). 

There were 19 multi-candidate RCV elections in San Francisco between 2004-2016 that were won in the 
first round of counting. The city released complete ballot image data for 14 of these races.15 Of these 14 
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elections, 45% of all ballots had three rankings. This drop from multi-round competitive elections is 
logical, given that candidate options were possible, but these elections were less competitive, typically 
involving either an incumbent or a single clear frontrunner. The patterns of ranked ballots from San 
Francisco RCV elections point to an uncompetitive contest as the principle cause of voters ranking 
fewer candidates, rather than voter error.  
 

There is detailed data for 11 out of 25 of the single round candidate elections on fully ranked ballots, 
but we only have detailed information (i.e., how many ballots with just two, just one, or any ranking at 
all) for four elections. Due to the nature of these elections, a ballot with only one rank could be consid-
ered ñfully rankedò if there is only one candidate, and subsequently the fully ranked metric is not that 
useful in analyzing these elections. Of the four elections 
where data was available, 87% of ballots had at least 
one ranking. 
 
In elections with only one to two candidates, it is under-
standable that only 0.15% of ballots had three rankings 
because with only one or two candidates, voters would 
have had to add a write-in candidate to rank in addition 
to the other candidates (Figure 1). This supports the sug-
gestion that voters are aware and choosing exactly how 
many candidates they want to rank. Voters are less like-
ly to rank if they vote for front-running candidates be-
cause they would not expect their rankings to come into 
effect. 
 
As discussed in the section above on single round, multi
-candidate elections and demonstrated in Figure 1, the 
patterns of fully ranked ballots across RCV elections in 
San Francisco have been largely correlated to the com-
petitiveness of an election and the number of candidates 
in the race. 

Skipped rankings occur in a ranked choice voting elec-
tion when a voter skips a ranking on his or her ballot. 
Skipped rankings happened infrequently in competitive, 
multi-round elections, never exceeding more than 2.6% 
of all votes (Figure 3). Further, it seems that skipped 
rankings may occur, at least in part, as a result of lack of 
voter education or a lack of familiarity on the part of 
voters with RCV. All the elections in which 1% or more of ballots had skipped rankings occurred in 
the first three years of RCV (2004-2006). 
 
Furthermore, voters who skip a ranking still have their ballot count for their first ranked choice in the 
initial round and most of these voters will have their vote counted in the final round of the election as 
well. In accordance to the City Charter, the Department of Elections (DOE) counts a skipped rankings 
as follows: ñ[i]f a voter casts a ranked-choice ballot but skips a rank, the voter's vote shall be trans-

 

Year Election 
Skipped Ranking (% of 

voted) 

2004 BOS D01 1.10% 

2004 BOS D05 1.00% 

2004 BOS D07 1.20% 

2004 BOS D11 1.90% 

2005 Assessor-Recorder Citywide 1.40% 

2006 BOS D04 2.60% 

2006 BOS D06 2.50% 

2008 BOS D01 0.50% 

2008 BOS D03 0.80% 

2008 BOS D09 0.60% 

2008 BOS D11 0.90% 

2010 BOS D02 0.50% 

2010 BOS D06 0.70% 

2010 BOS D08 0.30% 

2010 BOS D10 0.90% 

2011 District Attorney Citywide 0.50% 

2011 Mayor Citywide 0.40% 

2011 Sheriff Citywide 0.60% 

2012 BOS D05 0.60% 

2012 BOS D07 0.60% 

2014 BOS D10 0.90% 

2016 BOS D01 0.40% 

2016 BOS D07 0.50% 

2016 BOS D11 0.70% 
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ferred to that voter's next ranked choice.ò16 

Like data on fully ranked ballots, the city has released full ballot image data on skipped rankings for 14 out 
of the 19 multi-candidate, single round ranked choice voting elections that were held from 2004-2016. In 
this sample of 14, the average skipped ranking rate (1.4%) was slightly higher than the average across the 
competitive, multi-round elections (0.92%). 
 
Similar to the findings from the competitive race skipped rankings data, the rates of skipped ranking are 
more correlated in this data set to the year the election took place and by extension, voter familiarity with 
RCV, rather than the number of candidates in the race (Figure 4). All the elections with a skipped ranking 
rate greater than 1% occurred in the first four years of RCV elections, from 2004-2007. The average rate of 
skipped rankings since 2008 in these multi-candidate single round elections was 0.7%. Further evidence 
that voter understanding is improving comes from the fact that the skipped ranking rate was 0.8% in the 
2015 mayoral race, a decline from the barely contested 2007 mayoral race in which the skipped ranking 
rate was 2% (Figure 4). 
 

 
Skipped rankings will almost never have an impact on outcomes in an election with fewer than three candi-
dates because such elections almost never will go to a second round of counting. San Francisco did not 
make all ballot image data available for non-competitive ranked choice voting elections that only went to 
one round because the actual RCV tabulation wasnôt needed in these elections. Subsequently, we have 
skipped ranking data for four out of 25 of these elections: 2006 Board of Supervisors District 2, 2014 
Board of Supervisors District 2, 2016 Board of Supervisors District 3, and 2016 Board of Supervisors Dis-
trict 5 (Figure 5). 
 
The average rate of skipped rankings across these elections was 1.5%, which was higher than the other two 
types of elections, but without a bigger sample size it is hard to extrapolate much from this figure. It is 
worth noting, however, that two of these elections occurred in the same District, D2, and skipped rankings 
fell from 3.7% in 2006 to just 0.7% in 2014, suggesting increased voter understanding.  

   

 

Year Election 
Skipped Ranking (% of 

voted) 

2004 BOS D03 1.40% 

2004 BOS D02 1.30% 

2004 BOS D09 1.60% 

2005 Treasurer-Citywide 2.90% 

2006 BOS D08 2.70% 

2006 BOS D10 3.20% 

2007 Mayor-Citywide 2.00% 

2008 BOS D04 0.60% 

2014 BOS D06 1.00% 

2014 BOS D08 0.40% 

2015 Sheriff-Citywide 0.50% 

2015 BOS D03 0.80% 

2015 Mayor-Citywide 0.80% 

2016 BOS D09 0.60% 

 

Year Election 
Skipped Ranking (% of 

voted) 

2006 BOS D02 3.70% 

2014 BOS D02 0.70% 

2016 BOS D03 1.80% 

2016 BOS D05 1.50% 

¢ƘŜ ǇŀǧŜǊƴǎ ƻŦ Ŧǳƭƭȅ ǊŀƴƪŜŘ 

ōŀƭƭƻǘǎ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ w/± ǊŀŎŜǎ ƛƴ {ŀƴ 

CǊŀƴŎƛǎŎƻ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ƭŀǊƎŜƭȅ 

ŎƻǊǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳǇŜǝǝǾŜƴŜǎǎ 

ƻŦ ŀƴ ŜƭŜŎǝƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ 

ŎŀƴŘƛŘŀǘŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǊŀŎŜΦ 
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Overvotes represent a small percent-
age of total ballots in all ranked 
choice voting elections. The average 
rate of overvote in competitive elec-
tions with more than three candidates 
was 1.1% (Figure 6). There are two 
types of overvotes: first round over-
votes and second or third round over-
votes. First round overvotes are bal-
lots that have more than one candidate 
ranked in the number one position. 
Because it is impossible to know 
which candidate is the voterôs true 
first choice, the ballot becomes ex-
hausted and is immediately invalid. 
These types of overvotes comprise 
0.8% of all ballots in competitive 
elections. In competitive elections, the 
average overvote rate was 1.1%, 
which is higher than the rate in single 
round elections with three or more 
candidates (0.5%) and in single round 
elections with one or two candidates 
(0.1%) (Figure 6). It is worth noting, 
however, that in the 2011 mayoral 
race, which was more competitive and 
was a citywide race, only 0.7% of bal-
lots contained overvotes at any rank-
ing (Figure 6). We include this race as it is the best comparison we have to the upcoming 2018 Mayoral 
election. Of all citywide elections in 2011, the average rate of overvote was 0.5%. 
 
For comparison, the overvote rates in the past three June top-two primary elections, 2012 Senate primary, 
2014 Gubernatorial primary, and 2016 Senate primary, were 1.5%, 0.5% and 0.9%, respectively. The pre-
viously mentioned San Francisco Local Agency Formation Commission report found that between 2008-
2011, the average rate of overvote in multiple-candidate School Board and Community College elections 
was 0.34%, which is higher than what the authors found to be the first round overvote rate for single-round 
multiple-candidate RCV elections in the same period (0.26%).17

Across single round elections with three or more candidates the average rate of overvote was 0.5%. We 
have overvote data (first round vs. exhausted by overvote) for 14 out of 19 of these elections, with the av-
erage first round overvote rate being 0.4%. The rate of overvote was lower in this category than the aver-
age rate in the competitive elections (1.1%) and higher than the average rate of the single round elections 
with one or two candidates (0.1%). 
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We were able to collect total overvote 
data for 19 out of 25 ranked choice voting 
elections of the one-round, one or two 
candidate elections, and first round over-
vote data for four out of 25 RCV elec-
tions (Figure 6). The average rate of total 
overvote for these elections was 0.1% and 
the average rate of first round overvote 
was also 0.1%. This figure is significantly 
smaller than the average rate of overvote 
for the competitive elections (1.1%), and 
the average rate of overvote for the three 
plus candidate, one round elections 
(0.5%). 

In San Francisco ranked choice voting 
elections, undervotes occur when a voter 
decides to skip the contest altogether. Un-
dervotes can occur as a result of lack of 
voter interest, voter error, or lack of voter 
knowledge about the specific contest. On 
average, 8.8% of ballots in competitive 
elections were undervotes (Figure 7). The 
largest percentage of undervotes was in 

District 2 in 2010, which was won by Mark Farrell and had an undervote rate of 16.4%. The lowest rate of 
undervotes was in the mayoral election of 2011, when 1% of votes were undervotes. 
  
Though not a perfect comparison, the percentage of undervotes in District 10 for the school board race dur-
ing the same election cycle was 42%. The comparison is not exact because the school board in San Fran-
cisco is elected in an at-large election, meaning multiple candidates win seats in the same election, and is 
not elected using RCV. Because of this, a separate undervote is counted for each seat a voter could have 
voted for but did not. In 2016, four seats were available, so each voter could have recorded as many as four 
undervotes. Out of 1,658,112 potential votes by voters at the polls, only 930,592 were castðan undervote 
rate of 44%.18 

The average rate of undervotes in multiple candidate contests won on the first count was 9% (Figure 7). 
The race with the highest rate of undervotes (21.4%) was the 2005 Treasurerôs race, which had four candi-
dates. The race with the lowest rate of undervotes (2.8%) was the 12-candidate 2007 mayoral race. This 
mayoral election had the lowest rates of undervotes. That suggests that voters are likely undervoting be-
cause of a lack of interest in the race and not a misunderstanding of the ballot. 
 
This pattern is highlighted in Figure 7, which shows undervotes across the several types of elections. As 
competitiveness and number of candidates decreases, the number of undervotes increases. 
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San Francisco reported data on undervotes for all 25 single round elections with one or two candidates. 
As you can see in Figure 7 from the section above, the average rate of undervotes for these elections 
was 24%, significantly higher than the rates for both types of elections with three or more candidates 
(both 9%). This is logical, given that with only one or two candidates, and less competitive elections, 
there is less campaigning, less media attention, and less reason to participate in the contest. 

It is no surprise that voter turnout was highest in the most competitive elections, since competition in a 
race is a strong driver of turnout. Turnout for these competitive elections averaged 46%, with a median 
of 51% (Figure 8). In comparison, average voter turnout in elections with multiple candidates but only 
one round of voting was 43% with a median of 48%. In elections with one round and only one or two 
candidates, the average turnout was 29% and the median was 26%. Again, these figures are not surpris-
ing, given that voters tend to be motivated by competitive elections. 
 
Voter turnout increased across all three types of elections when only Board of Supervisors elections 
were analyzed. There have been 19 competitive Board of Supervisors RCV elections, in which the av-
erage turnout was 50% and the median 54%. For the 15 Board of Supervisors RCV elections with more 
than three candidates, but only one round of counting, the average turnout was 46% and the median 
turnout 51%. Finally, across the eight Board of Supervisors elections that have had only one or two 
candidates and only one round of counting, the average turnout was 40% and the median 34%. 
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Voter turnout across the single round ranked choice voting elections with three or more candidates av-
eraged 42.5% with a median of 48.2% (Figure 8). Turnout was highest (62.9%) in the 2004 Board of 
Supervisors District 9 race and lowest (18.9%) in the 2013 Board of Supervisors District 4 race. 
Across only the single round Board of Supervisors elections with three or more candidates, turnout 
averaged 46.1% with a median of 50.7%. 
 
As depicted in Figure 4, turnout rates for these elections were slightly lower than for the competitive 
elections and higher than for the single round elections with only one or two candidates. 
  

Using all data from the 25 single round RCV elections with one or two candidates, the average turnout 
was 28.8% while the median was 26.3% (Figure 8). There were eight Board of Supervisors elections 
in this category, with an average voter turnout of 39.9% and a median of 34.2%. The lower turnout in 
these elections compared to more competitive elections with more candidates is not unusual because 
voters are generally more motivated to turnout in more competitive elections.
 

ñBallot exhaustionò is used to define an active ballot becoming inactive. It can occur when voters ei-
ther do not use all their rankings or when a voter ranks three candidates that are all eliminated (this can 
only occur in contests with five or more candidates). Ballots become exhausted when a voter has not 
ranked any of the remaining candidates on their ballot. Ballot exhaustion occurs more frequently in 
competitive elections with many candidates. 
 
Nonetheless, in the 25 most competitive RCV elections in San Francisco with a three choice ballot, the 
average ballot exhaustion rate was only 16%, with the median being 13%. In other words, on average, 
84% of ballots validly cast in the first round were still active in the final round. For comparison, in the 
14 Board of Supervisors runoff elections that occurred in San Francisco from 2000-2003 before imple-
mentation of RCV, voter turnout in the runoff only comprised an average of 62% of the first-round 
vote. That is, ñexhausted votersò were more than twice the share of ñexhausted votes.ò 
 
Another way to analyze ballot exhaustion is to consider the winnerôs votes as a percentage of first 
round ballots. Across competitive elections, the winners received an average of 46% of first round bal-
lots. Across the set of runoff elections between 2000-2003, on average, the winnerôs final vote tally in 
the runoff only represented 32% of first round votes. This shows that RCV results in the election of a 
candidate by a much larger proportion of the voting population than do runoff elections on average. 
 

 
The preceding analysis illustrates the different voter experiences and outcomes across different ranked 
choice voting (RCV) election contexts. But in evaluating RCV for its effectiveness, efficiency, and 
fairness, it is important to also compare it to other types of election systems. Here, we specifically 
compare RCV to top-two, at-large, and plurality (winner-take-all) elections in the fields of voter un-
derstanding, overvotes, undervotes and turnout. 
 

 
One criticism of RCV is that it is confusing and difficult for voters to understand. During the first 
RCV election in San Francisco in 2004, researchers at San Francisco State University conducted an 
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exit poll asking voters about their 
experience. Based on the data 
collected in that poll, Richard 
DeLeon found that 88.1% of re-
spondents noted that they under-
stood RCV perfectly or fairly 
well.19 In addition, 67.6% of re-
spondents said that they pre-
ferred RCV to the old runoff sys-
tem for Board of Supervisor 
seats, while 20% said they had 
no preference and 12.4% said 
they preferred the runoffs. Nearly 
15 years have passed since these 
initial RCV elections, but voter 
understanding has not waned. 
Indeed, voter use of RCV seem-
ingly has only improved, as our 
preceding analysis has demon-
strated. 
 
To explore the experiences of 
voters with more recent RCV 
elections, the Rutgers-Eagleton 
Institute of Politics conducted 
two pollsðone in 2013 and an-
other in 2014.20 Results from the 
survey were summarized in a re-
port by Dr. Sarah John 
(FairVote) and Dr. Caroline Tol-
bert (University of Iowa).21 

 
Overall, nine in 10 voters report-
ed it was ñsomewhatò or ñvery easyò to understand the instruction on their ballots in both RCV and non
-RCV cities. More voters (93%) in plurality cities reported that voting instructions were easy to under-
stand than in RCV cities (88%). In RCV cities, over 80% of every socioeconomic group found voting 
instructions somewhat or very easy to understand. In plurality cities, just under 80% of those making 
less than $20k said voting instructions were easy to understand while 90% of voters in all groups above 
$20k found voting instructions somewhat or very easy to understand. 
 
Of like voters living in RCV cities, 84% reported they understood RCV ñextremely,ò ñvery,ò or 
ñsomewhat well,ò while 83% of respondents living in plurality cities said they understood plurality 
ñextremely,ò ñvery,ò or ñsomewhatò well. 
 
Voters living in both plurality and RCV cities were asked about top-two understanding, as all voters 
use the Top-Two primary system to elect their statewide representatives. In plurality cities, 87% of re-
spondents reported understanding the Top-Two primary ñextremely,ò ñvery,ò or ñsomewhat well,ò 
while 85% of respondents in RCV cities reported the same level of understanding of the Top-Two pri-
mary. This difference was not statistically significant. Interestingly, in RCV cities, 40% respondents 
understood Top-Two extremely or very well, while 49% understood RCV extremely or very well, a 
statistically significant difference. 
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The only other elections in San Francis-
co that ask voters to select more than 
one candidate for one position are the 
elections for the Board of Education 
and the City College Board of Trustees. 
The Board of Education is elected on an 
at-large ballot, which means all candi-
dates are listed and the top four vote 
getters (or however many seats are up) 
are elected. Voters have as many votes 
as there are open seats. 
 
The Board of Education (BOE) elec-
tions in San Francisco provide an alter-
nate voting method to compare with 
RCV when considering undervotes. Un-
dervotes indicate ballots in which vot-
ers did not participate in all contests 
available to them. It can be difficult to 
know whether an undervote represents 
misunderstanding on the part of a voter 
or rather a lack of interest in or 
knowledge of a specific contest. 
 
Board of Education (BOE) undervotes 
are counted slightly differently than 
RCV election undervotes, but the data 
make it clear that undervotes were far 
more frequent in the plurality style 
BOE race than in the RCV elections. In 
a BOE race, if a voter has four possible 
votes to cast, but only casts votes 
for two candidates, then their votes 
go towards those candidates and 
two undervotes are also counted. In 
an RCV race, if a voter does not 
participate in the contest, a single 
undervote is counted.  
 
As Figure 11 shows, the percent of 
undervotes in the BOE elections far 
exceeds that of the citywide RCV 
elections. We include only the 
citywide RCV elections, and not 
the Board of Supervisors elections, 
because the citywide elections have 
the same electorate as the BOE 
elections. In three out of four of the 
BOE elections from 2010-2016, 
over 70% of all possible markings 
(votes) were left blank. In 2010, 
73% of BOE votes were un-
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dervotes, while only 24% of ballots in the RCV citywide elections were undervotes. In 2014, 57% of 
potential BOE votes were left blank, while only 32% of RCV citywide ballots in the same year were 
undervotes. 
 
For comparison, we identified the non-voting numbers from San Francisco citywide and Board of Su-
pervisors elections just prior to the implementation of RCV, from 2000-2003 (Figure 12). Non-votes 
are calculated by subtracting the number of first round valid ballots from the total number of ballots 
cast (turnout) and dividing by the total number of ballots. It is important to point out that these non-
votes could represent both undervotes (voters who did not participate in the specific contest) and first 
round overvotes (voters who voted for more than one person). As voters were instructed to vote for a 
single candidate, it is likely that a lot of the non-votes are undervotes, especially given the fact that the 
2003 Mayorôs raceðwhich is often given the most voter attentionðhad the smallest non-vote rate, at 
just 0.82%.  
 
From 2000-2003, citywide elections had an average non-vote rate of 5.2%, and Board of Supervisors 
elections had an average non-vote rate of 14.4% (Figure 12). The citywide non-vote rate is lower than 
the citywide RCV undervote rate in every year in Figure 11 except for 2012. However, the average non
-vote rate for all these elections was 12.5%, which is higher than the undervote rates for competitive 
and single round RCV elections with three or more candidates (Figure 7). What all these figures reiter-
ate is that undervote rates indicate voter apathy to a specific race, rather than voter difficulty with the 
ballot itself.  

Whereas undervotes might indi-
cate voter preference (or lack 
thereof), overvotes are more 
likely to indicate voter confu-
sion or misunderstanding of the 
ballot, and in some cases, a re-
sult of the three-rank limit. On 
the San Francisco ranked choice 
voting ballot, an overvote oc-
curs when a voter marks more 
than one candidate in any col-
umn.  
 
Figure 13 shows overvotes in 
three several types of elections 
in San Francisco between 2010-
2016: Top-Two primaries, 
Board of Education elections 
and RCV Board of Supervisors 
(BOS) elections. For the BOS 
elections we averaged overvote 
rates for all elections occurring 
in that year. As Figure 13 
shows, for two out of the four 
years studied, the Board of Su-
pervisors elections had higher 
rates of overvotes than the 
Board of Education elections, 
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and subsequently had lower rates in the latter two years. Since the enactment of the Top-Two primary 
system in 2012, the Top-Two system has produced higher rates of overvote than the Board of Supervi-
sors RCV elections. However, in general, overvote rates fluctuate year to year for all election types. 
 
While critics of RCV claim that it is too complicated and leads to higher rates of spoiled ballots, the 
data show that there is no pattern of consistently higher rates of overvote for RCV in San Francisco 
than for the other election types used. Further, RCV overvotes are not always spoiled ballots because if 
the overvote occurs in the second or third rank, the ballot will still count until the ranking that contains 
the overvote, so the actual figures are even lower than the chart demonstrates. For example, in the 2016 
District 11 Supervisor election, 257 ballots (1%) indicated an overvote, but only 173 contained a first-
round overvote, meaning the remaining ballots containing an overvote counted. A possible explanation 
is that voters had more preferences than the ballot would allow since 1802 (5.7%) of ballots were ex-
hausted after naming three-distinct candidates, meaning that itôs possible that those voters would have 
kept ranking if provided with such an option.  
This study shows us that an overvote is more likely to happen when there are more candidates in the 
race. Between 2004-2016, the average rate of overvote in competitive elections with more than three 
candidates was 1.1%, single round elections with three or more candidates the average rate of overvote 
was 0.5%, and in RCV elections with only one or two candidates which asked voters to make a similar 
choice as they would in a plurality style race, overvote rates in RCV elections averaged only 0.1%.
  
While Neely and McDaniel study did find that in the November 2010 election overvoting was more 
likely in precincts with African American residents, and at times, more likely in precincts with more 
Latino residents, they note that these patterns were true among all voters, regardless of election type or 
ballot complexity. Furthermore, the Neely and McDaniel is limited to a single November election in 
which the most heavily African American district experienced a crowded RCV election in District 10 
in which 21 candidates ran and no candidate earned more than 12% of the vote.  
 

In San Francisco, RCV has helped to elect more people of color. Since the implementation of RCV, 
people of color have won 22/25 (88%) citywide RCV elections and 27/43 (63%) of the Board of Super-
visors RCV elections. In the same period of election cycles prior to the implementation of RCV, people 
of color only won eight (36%) citywide elections and 14 (37%) Board of Supervisors elections. Over-
all, 72% of all RCV elections that have occurred in San Francisco were won by a person of color. Prior 
to RCV, only 37% of the same elections in the same amount of time were won by a person of color.22 

*This time period encapsulates three four-year election cycles, the same number of cycles that have occurred since the 

implementation of RCV in San Francisco.   
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San Francisco can improve its ranked choice voting election experience to curb instances of ballot errors. The 
implementation of RCV has generally led to more representative outcomes and a cost-savings from eliminat-
ing the need for a separate December runoff. It should follow that the City and County could invest to improve 
upon its election system.  

In September 2008, the City and County of San Francisco Board of Supervisors established the Voting Sys-
tems Task Force (ñTask Forceò) to make recommendations about voting systems standards, design, and devel-
opment. Its mission was to ñadvise San Francisco on the development and/or acquisition of voting systems that 
ensure fair and accurate elections, achieve voter intent, and 
provide for transparency and public auditability of voting sys-
tems components and election data.ò23  
 
The Task Force made several recommendations that are still 
relevant about the use of RCV in San Francisco. We would 
like to highlight two Voting Rights Task Force recommenda-
tions,  
 
ñ2.4.4.1 Public Understanding of RCV 
1. San Francisco should reenergize its voter outreach and edu-
cation efforts on RCV to better assure that voters have a good 
understanding of how votes are to be cast and counted. The 
Board of Supervisors should work with the Department of 
Elections to identify options and resources for renewed educa-
tion efforts as soon as possible ð preferably in advance of the 
November 2011 RCV elections. DOE has good, existing ma-
terials, and social networking sites such as Facebook and YouTube could offer an opportunity for low cost, 
high impact outreach. The VSTF encourages the Supervisors themselves to assist in public outreach to individ-
uals and organizations in their districts. 
 
2.4.4.3 Three-Choice Limit 
5. Explore the possibility of increasing the number of choices with the existing Sequoia voting system. Make 
the ability to rank more than three choices a strong preference for any future voting system to be acquired by 
San Francisco with a preference for a system that will allow the voter to rank all candidates in a race.ò 
 
FairVote California affirms these recommendations. San Francisco has been saving millions of dollars by al-
lowing voters to elect their leaders in one high turnout election. It should use a portion of these savings to im-
prove elections in the city with these straightforward steps 
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To reduce the frequency of ballot er-
rors, FairVote California recommends 
that any future ballot incorporates the 
best practices for ballot design, voter 
education, and election results. The 
Ranked Choice Voting Resource Cen-
ter is compiling best practices for 
ranked choice ballot design, voter edu-
cation, and results presentation, and 
every new RCV election is providing 
useful data as it expands into more cit-
ies and states around the country.24 In 
Maineôs Democratic primary for gover-
nor in June, voters will be able to rank 
all seven candidates and a write-in. It 
will use a ballot similar to this ballot 
used in March 2018 in Santa Fe, where 
more than 60% of the backers of each 
of the five mayoral candidates ranked 
all five candidates and 99.9% of 
mayoral ballots were valid. 

We also urge San Francisco to allow 
voters to rank at least six candidates, as required in RCV elections in Maine. San Franciscoôs current voting 
system license is set to expire in 2018, and the California Secretary of State recently certified voting equip-
ment that accommodates up to 10 rankings with a similar grid style ballot design. San Francisco should lease a 
new voting system in 2019, that allows voter to rank more choices with a better designed ballot that is availa-
ble for use. 
 

In November 2004, when San Francisco first began using ranked choice voting, San Francisco State University 
Professors Francis Neely, Corey Cook, and Public Research Institute Senior Researcher Lisel Blash evaluated 
the transition from runoff elections to RCV by gauging the ease or difficulty with which voters expressed their 
preferences on the new form of ballot. The study collected 2,847 surveys, and asked voters in English, Span-
ish, Chinese and Cantonese about their experience with the ranked ballot. Additionally, 86% of polling place 
voters, and 89% of absentee voters said they understood RCV fairly well or perfectly well. 61% of polling 
place voters, and 77% of absentee voters preferred the RCV system over the runoff system. 
 
Further analysis of ballot information supports the notion that most voters understand the RCV instructions, 
prefer RCV over the old runoff system and are even less likely to make errors on their ballot. However, San 
Francisco has many new voters, and all voters would benefit from voter education that explains the ñwhyò of 
RCV along with the ñhow.ò FairVote California recommends that the City and County of San Francisco re-
commit itself to the recommendations of the Task Force to provide outreach and education efforts. 
 
FairVote California already conducts voter education to the public and stakeholders, but we believe that the 
city should use some of the cost savings from eliminating runoff elections for voter outreach and education. 
Further, San Francisco can work to increase voter turnout by focusing on the low participation rates of young 
people and acculturating them into the habit of voting (McGhee 2016). 


