
Voting Methods
Analysis from the Perspective of 
the Elected Officials who 
Administer Elections
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Voter Experience & Confidence
Ballot Look and Feel

Ranked Choice Voting Approval Voting
Doubles (or more) the ballot length – some 
races RCV, some not

Same length as traditional format.  One 
additional line of instruction

New ballot look (grid format) Same format as traditional ballot



Current / Approval Voting (1 card front and back -- 1 ½ pages)



Ranked Choice Voting (2 cards front and back -- 4 pages)



RCV - More than 10 Candidates



Voter Experience & Confidence
Voter Exhaustion

Ranked Choice Voting Approval Voting
Exhaustion rate between 9% – 27%1 Near 0% exhaustion rate
1Burnett & Kogan, (2015) “Ballot (and voter) “exhaustion” under 
Instant Runoff Voting:  An examination of four ranked-choice 
elections” Electoral Studies, Vol. 15 pp. 41-49



Ballot Exhaustion – Santa Fe, 2018
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Voter Experience & Confidence

Gaming the System/Vote Splitting/Spoiler Effect

Ranked Choice Voting Approval Voting
Better than traditional voting Better than traditional voting



Voter Satisfaction
Bayesian Regret computer simulation with 2.2M trials
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Voter Experience & Confidence

Transparency

Ranked Choice Voting Approval Voting
“The candidate with the fewest votes is eliminated, and voters who picked 
that candidate as ‘number 1’ will have their votes count for their next 
choice. This process continues until there’s a majority winner or a candidate 
won with more than half of the vote.”

“The candidate with the 
most votes wins.”

For multi-winner races (“Utah Method”):  If a candidate has enough votes to 
win in a round, then they are elected and a new round begins. Voters who 
picked that candidate as ‘number 1’ will have their votes count for their next 
choice.  If no candidate has enough votes to win in a round, then the 
candidate with the fewest votes is eliminated and a new round begins.  
Voters who picked that candidate as ‘number 1’ will have their votes count 
for their next choice. 

“The candidates with the 
most votes win.”



Voter Confidence and Transparency

Voter Turnout

Ranked Choice Voting Approval Voting
Reduces turnout 3-5%1

Turnout reduction not as strong for minorities2

Increases turnout 9.6%3

Limited impact on turnout, but increases 
turnout 10% over replaced primaries4

Unknown

12019 San Francisco Univ. study of 200 RCV elections from 
1990 to 2018

22012 Stanford Univ. thesis
32020 Univ. of Technology Sydney study of Minneapolis 
elections
42016 study Univ. of Missouri-St. Louis 



Voter Experience & Confidence

Impact on Minorities

Ranked Choice Voting Approval Voting
Stanford 2012 study – Minority voters complete 
less of an RCV ballot than other voters1

Survey:  74% of voters of color said they 
are more likely to vote under approval 
voting2

Opposed by:  Memphis NAACP; Black, Latino, 
Asian Caucus of NYC
12012 Stanford Thesis - Holtzman 22019 Poll by Change Research of 502 St. Louis 

registered voters. Margin of error 4.4%
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Processing Time

Ranked Choice Voting Approval Voting
If only one card is needed:

Minor increase in processing (adjudication) No change

If more than one card is needed:

Reconciliation challenges: 1 voter = multiple 
cards

Reconciliation – no change:  1 voter = 1 card

Ballot extraction, handling & scanning –
15%-20% increase in cost of election

Ballot extraction and handling – no change

Election Processes



Election Processes

Adjudication & Spoiled Ballots

Ranked Choice Voting Approval Voting
Rate of spoiled/incorrect ballots:
Santa Fe – 4.5%
Payson & Vineyard – 5.0%
Oakland – 5.7%

*7.4% for predominantly African 
American/Latino communities

*1.6% for predominantly White 
communities

No more overvotes (most common cause of 
adjudication).

Drawback:  system does not catch corrected 
overvotes 

Utah law prevents counting after skipped 
round



Election Processes

Tabulation of Results

Ranked Choice Voting Approval Voting
Single winner – negligible increase Single winner – no change

Multi winner – requires manual 
manipulation for each round

Multi winner – no change



Election Processes

Release of Results

Ranked Choice Voting Approval Voting
Results could vary widely with each new 
round of ballots. The outcome could change 
in the any round, invalidating previously 
released results (i.e., Maine, 2018).

No change from current system – All new 
ballot counts are additive.

Statewide results:  must wait for all counties Statewide results:  same as current



Election Processes

Auditability

Ranked Choice Voting Approval Voting
1 to 1 comparison (compare ballot to 
system-generated “cast vote record”)

1 to 1 comparison (compare ballot to 
system tabulation of ballot)

Must audit: 
*the elimination of candidates
*the redistribution of votes
*the integrity of the transfer of the “cast 
vote record” file (for state, 29 files X 5)

Must audit:
*the aggregation of all votes (same as 
current system)

Best practice:  Run “cast vote record” 
through independent system

All auditable processes are performed 
within the fully EAC-certified system.



Election Processes

Plurality

Ranked Choice Voting Approval Voting
Generally solves plurality.  Possible to have 
winners without majority.

Generally solves plurality.  Possible to have 
winners without majority.

2018 San Francisco Mayor (8 candidates):
Winner:  51% of final round 

(46% of total votes)

Fargo 2020 City Commission (7 candidates):
Two winners:  55% & 53% approval 
(3rd place had 49% approval)
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Election Cost
Voter Education

Ranked Choice Voting Approval Voting
Significant Voter Education Required Minimal Voter Education Required

City Cost per Voter Cost per Voter City

San Francisco $ 1.96 

Santa Fe $ 1.19 

Payson/Vineyard $ 0.80 

$ 0.55 Fargo

$ 0.17 St. Louis

Salt Lake County (est.) $ 0.46 $ 0.15 Salt Lake County (est.)



Salt Lake County Cost Estimate

Category Ranked Choice Voting Approval Voting

Voter Education $283,600 $94,533

Estimated costs to educate voters

Factors Influencing Cost
• Approval voting is more familiar to voters than RCV
• Estimate includes cost for:

• Design
• Digital Ads
• Printed Collateral
• Instructional Video 



Salt Lake County Cost Estimate

Category Ranked Choice Voting Approval Voting

Labor $26,324 $0

Annual Software Licensing $25,000 $0

Printing $10,572 $0

Two-Card Ballot $194,000 $0

TOTAL $255,896 $0

Estimated additional costs to run an election



Election Cost

Primary Election

Ranked Choice Voting Approval Voting
Could avoid primary election, if desired Could avoid primary election, if desired



Salt Lake County Cost Comparison

Category Ranked Choice Voting Approval Voting

Savings - No Primary Election $623,000    $623,000

Cost - Voter Education ($283,600) ($94,533)

Cost - Additional Costs ($255,896) ($0)

NET SAVINGS $83,504 $528,467

% SAVINGS 15% 85%

Estimated savings without a primary election
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