
Ranked Choice Voting and Racial Minority Voting Rights:
An Analysis of Representation of People of Color in the Bay Area   April 2018 

Ranked choice voting (RCV) requires voters to rank their choices rather than only rank one. Some have 
asked whether a ranked ballot might have an adverse impact on people of color. To examine 
this question, FairVote studied elections for the 53 seats elected by RCV in four racial diverse Bay Area 
cities: San Francisco, Oakland, San Leandro and Berkeley. We found a strong correlation between the 
racial demographics of electorates and the election of people of color by those electorates. Overall, 
people of color and women have won far more seats since their cities started using RCV.
 
RCV has been used in San Francisco since 2004 to elect 18 offices, including 11 Board of Supervisor district
seats, the mayor, and six other executive offices. RCV has been used since 2010 in Oakland to elect 18 
offices (seven city council district seats, one citywide district seat, seven school board district seats, the 
mayor and two other executive offices), in San Leandro to elect seven offices (a mayor and six city council 
seats elected citywide) and Berkeley to elect 10 offices, (eight city council district seats, the mayor and 
one citywide executive  seat). In the most recent election for these 53 seats, the winners were 58% female 
and 58% people of color, including nine Asian Americans, 11 African Americans and 10 Latinos. The most 
recently elected mayor in these cities are two white women, a Latino man and an Asian American man.
 
The chart below summarizes all winners in RCV elections and an equal number of the last pre-RCV 
elections. People of color went from winning only 38% of pre-RCV elections  for these 53 offices to 
winning 62% of RCV elections despite only modest increases in their share of voters (and a decline of 
black voters).  
 

P
re

-R
C

V
*

P
os

t-
R

C
V

62% 18% 7% 13%

39% 16% 21% 19%

White Black Latino Asian Other**

In the four Bay Area cities that use RCV (San Francisco, San Leandro,  Oakland and Berkeley), candidates of 
color have won 62% of RCV races, compared to only 38% prior to RCV.  

*Post-RCV includes all races since the implementation of RCV (RCV was implemented in 2004 in San Francisco and 2010 in Alameda County), Pre-

RCV is the same number of four year cycles prior to implementation (2 for Alameda County, 3 for San Francisco ).

** Other includes multi-racial  candidates of color, and categories that are ambiguous such as people of middle-eastern descent. 
 



 
Turning to voters, there are six city council districts where a non-white group make up a plurality of the 
citizen voting age population: three in Oakland (Districts D5, D6 and D7) and three in San Francisco (D4, 
D10 and D11). These six districts have elected a non-white winner in 91% of all RCV elections,with the one 
exception resulting in election of a first-generation Iranian American In pre-RCV elections held in these 
district since 1998, they elected a non-white person 83% of the time. 
 
Since the implementation of RCV, districts where white voters were the largest group have only elected 
white representatives 54% of the time, leading to major gains in representation of people of color. This 
impact is likely due to two major factors. First, representatives are elected in a single election when 
turnout is largest and most diverse. Second, RCV allows for greater coalition-building between minority 
groups by empowering voters to rank their choices, increasing the likelihood of minority representation 
where no group alone makes up the majority. For example, before RCV, white plurality districts that 
were not white majority only elected a non-white representative 35% of the time. Under RCV, these 
districts have elected a non-white representative 60% of the time. Districts where whites make up a 
clear majority of the population have elected non-white representatives 30% of the time, up from 20% 
before RCV. 
 
In other words, under RCV, representation of people of color has increased in traditional majority-
minority districts by 17 percentage points, extremely diverse multi-ethnic districts by 24 
percentage points, and white majority districts by nine percentage points. While there are elements 
of this growth that may not have to do with RCV, RCV is clearly not hindering greater electoral success for 
candidates of color. RCV has prevented vote splitting between people of color and within minority 
groups, likely contributing to gains that are greatest in majority non-white districts.
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Possible explanations for how RCV is contributing to these increases of representation of people of 
color include: representatives are elected in a single election when turnout is at its largest and most 
diverse; RCV allows for greater coalition-building among people of color voters in districts where no 
group alone makes up the majority; RCV elections being less polarizing, with voters having more 
choices and candidates more reason to look for common ground; and campaigns are shorter and less 
costly to run.
 
The share of RCV elections won by of people of color is greater than their share of the population. 
African Americans are particularly over-represented; they hold city council seats in all four RCV cities 
and nearly a quarter of these cities' council seats overall with less than a fifth of these cities' citizen 
voting age population. 

San Francisco 48.8%->48.0% 6.6% -> 6.1% 10.9% ->11.5 30.7%->31.1%

Oakland 32.8%->34.3% 40.1%->30.3% 9.6%->14.2% 12.3%->16.5%

Berkeley 63.0%->60.8% 9.6%->9.1% 8.2%->8.7% 15.5%->17.1%

San Leandro 41.5%->32.2% 14.2%->12.7% 15.6%->19.7 25.3%->30.6%

City White %* Black% Hispanic % Asian %

Change in Citizen Voting Age Population (CVAP) Demographics of 
Bay Area RCV Cities 2000->2010

Total 62%->39% 17%->17% 7%->20% 13%->21%

San Francisco 63%->27% 13%->6% 7%->24% 22%->35%

Oakland 43%->36% 24%->33% 11%->17% 22%->11%

Berkeley 76%->65% 19%->20% 5%->15% 0%->0%

San Leandro 86%->57% 14%->14% 0%->14% 0%->14%

City White % Black% Hispanic % Asian %

Change in Number of Races Won in Bay Area RCV Cities by 
Ethnicity of Winner, Pre-RCV -> Post-RCV**

*All Ethnic categories are exclusive , some residents of the Bay Area do not fit into any of these categories as defined. 

**Post-RCV  and pre-RCV are defined as on Page 1.. Note that  percentages may not add up exactly to 100% due to individuals who did not fit into 

any of these ethnic categories. 
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