
2019 Municipal Elections:
Ranked-Choice Voting Planning 
and Implementation Overview

Tabulation, write-ins, and ties



Policy Question
• Does the city council support the recommendations related to calculating the 

threshold required to be elected, requiring a candidate to file a written request to 
have write-in votes counted, and resolving any ties that occur by lot?

Equity and Inclusion Considerations
• Are we putting systems in place that will provide voters with the 

greatest possible opportunity to have their ballot count?

• What else can the city do to help voters cast valid ballots?
Education and outreach – starts before voters go to the polls!



Write-in Votes
• How do we handle write-ins now? 

 After Election Day, staff tallies write-in votes for municipal offices at city hall.

All write-ins are tallied, even if they are not for legitimate candidates (ex. Mickey Mouse).

• State laws and regulations
Candidates for state and federal offices who want their write-ins tallied are required to file a 

written request. 
Staff then tallies write-in votes for the candidates who have made the request.

• Recommendation
Require candidates for municipal office to file a written request to have their write-in votes 

tallied. 
Staff will tally votes for declared write-in candidates. 

• Benefit
 More efficient use of staff time and will allow us to tabulate results faster.



Ties
• How would a tie be handled now?

 State law provides for the canvassing board to decide ties by lot. 

 For municipal races, the canvassing board is the city council.

• Recommendation
Authorize the Chief Election Official to decide a tie by lot.
Place parameters in the ordinance that require notification of candidates and witnesses to the 

resolution of any tie by lot.
 The council will continue to be required to canvass the results of the election in accordance with 

state law.

• Why?
 In an RCV race, a tie can happen within a round of tabulation. A tie could also occur between more 

than two candidates. 
Rather than halting tabulation of a race for at least three days to convene the canvassing board, 

this allows tabulation to continue and produce results faster.



Ranked Choice Primer – Favorite Color?

Out of four candidates you picked Blue as your favorite color, highlighted in yellow.  

After the count of first choices, none of the colors reached the threshold (5 votes). Green has the fewest votes 
and will be eliminated because they have no possibility of winning.  Lets see what that voter’s second choice 
was:

The voter’s second choice was Red. By the new vote count, Blue has the fewest votes and will be eliminated. 
Let’s see what that voter’s second choice was:

You both picked red as your second choice. Red now has a majority and is the winner! Your second choice won.



Continuing Candidate
Continuing candidate means a candidate who has been neither elected nor defeated.

In our example, during the first round no candidate had a majority, any candidate that is not eliminated is a 
Continuing Candidate, because they didn’t win and they haven’t lost.

Continuing Candidates Eliminated



Highest Continuing Ranking
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In the first round, two voters cast ballots with errors. One ballot had an skipped ranking, meaning they left their 
first choice blank and selected red as their second choice, this is their Highest Continuing Ranking.  Another voter 
selected two options for their first choice, this is an overvote. Because we cannot know the voters intent on their 
first choice, their second choice is also their Highest Continuing Ranking.

In round 3, your Blue candidate was eliminated.  Your new Highest Continuing Ranking is your number 2 choice.  If 
your second choice had already been eliminated in a previous round, your third choice would become the Highest 
Continuing Ranking.



Voting Errors in RCV



Overvote
An overvote occurs when a voter ranks more than one (1) candidate at the same ranking.

Let’s say in our scenario that one of the voters that picked orange ALSO picked blue as their first choice candidate.  
Unfortunately this is an overvote and the next highest continuing ranking will be counted. Some systems throw 
these ballots out entirely if there is an overvote for any ranking. St. Louis Park has opted to count the next highest 
continuing ranking. 

Round 1



Overvote
An overvote has occurred in the first choice column.  The 
ballot counter will warn the voter of this error at any ranking. 
Voters will have the option to correct the error or cast the 
ballot. If a voter chooses to cast the ballot anyway, the 
machine will tabulate all other valid votes on the ballot – this 
is the same as what happens under our current system.

If the voter chooses to cast the ballot with the overvote, 
during tabulation we will not be able determine the intent of 
their first choice. Rather than throwing their whole ballot out, 
their second choice, Red, becomes the highest continuing 
ranking for this ballot.



Undervote
An undervote occurs when a voter does not rank any candidates for an office.

In our example, let’s say a voter did not vote at any ranking for a favorite color.  This is an undervote. The machine 
will not notify a voter of an undervote, similar to what occurs now. An undervote for an office is not counted as a 
ballot cast for that office and thus does not factor into the tabulation for that office. 



Undervote
An undervote has occurred for this race.  The ballot counter 
will NOT warn the voter of this error. The ballot will be cast 
and valid votes for all other offices on the ballot will be 
counted. This is the same as what currently happens with 
ballots that have undervotes.



Duplicate Ranking or Repeat Ranking
Recall that Green was eliminated in the first round, lets say the voter made a different second choice.

In this example the voter’s second choice is also Green. This would be the same as leaving that choice blank (a 
skipped ranking). The next Highest Continuing Ranking would then be counted.

Round 2

Round 2



Duplicate Ranking
This voter selected Light Green for both their first and second 
choice.  This is not an overvote.  The ballot counter will NOT 
warn the voter of this error, the ballot will be cast if there are 
no errors in other races on the ballot.

During tabulation, if Light Green is eliminated, the third 
choice becomes the highest continuing candidate on this 
ballot. The voter’s third choice, Orange, would become the 
highest continuing ranking.

Selecting the same candidate for multiple rankings will 
NEVER increase that candidate’s chances of being elected.



Skipped Ranking
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Skipped ranking occurs when a voter leaves a ranking blank and ranks a candidate at a subsequent ranking.

This voter skipped their second choice.  The St. Louis Park method moves to the next 
Highest Continuing Ranking.  Other cities in the U.S. treat this as an invalid ballot if the 
second choice is unavailable because they feel that voter intent is hard to determine in this 
case. 



Skipped Ranking
A skipped ranking has occurred in the second choice.  The 
ballot counter will NOT warn the voter of this error, the ballot 
will be cast if entered into the machine.

During tabulation, if the first choice is eliminated the third 
choice will become this voters highest continuing ranking.  So 
the third choice, Orange, would become the highest 
continuing ranking for this ballot.



Partially Defective Ballot

In our example election lets say a 
voter did not fill in any ovals to vote 
for a favorite color and instead 
wrote numbers next to all 
candidates in one column.  The 
machine will not count this as a 
vote because the ovals are not filled 
in. During tabulation we can’t 
determine what the voter’s intent 
was for that specific race, but their 
ballot may still contain valid votes 
in other races. This ballot would 
become a partially defective ballot.



Totally Defective Ballot

If, however, a voter erred in every race on the ballot – such as casting a totally blank ballot – the ballot would be 
deemed a totally defective ballot.  This is a rare occurrence that happens when voter intent cannot be determined 
in any races.  These ballots are not counted toward the threshold.



Tabulation Concepts



Mathematically Impossible to be Elected
Can’t be sure

Can Eliminate

• We can batch 
eliminate many 
candidates before 
we tabulate using 
a formula and 
have 5 rounds of 
tabulation instead 
of 19 rounds of 
tabulation. This 
gets results more 
quickly. Details on 
this process are 
complicated, but 
available should 
you have 
questions.



Exhausted Ballot

Let’s say there were more candidates in this race and the voter who selected green likes less popular colors.

In this case their second and third choices will be eliminated because neither pink or teal received enough votes to 
continue. This ballot is exhausted because all choices have been accounted for.

Exhausted

Round 2

Round 3



Threshold
At the start of the race, the threshold is 50% plus one of total ballots cast, including ballots with errors like 
overvotes and skipped rankings.

By the seventh round, lets say two ballots are exhausted. Under the Minneapolis Method the threshold is not 
recalculated and is still five (5).  Because no candidate met the threshold, Red is declared the winner because 
there are only two candidates (red and orange) remaining and Red has the most votes. 

Round 1

Round 7

Threshold = 5

In other systems, the threshold is 50% plus one of continuing ballots each round. In this example the 
recalculated threshold would be four (4). Red has hit the threshold and would be elected.  The result does not 
change, however we want to ensure that we are not giving the appearance of artificially creating a majority by 
recalculating the threshold after each round. Additionally, recalculating the threshold each time can open up 
the process to a greater chance of error. 


