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Introduction 

 
The U.S. electoral system is often criticized for producing disproportionate results, incurring 

high numbers of wasted votes,

https://www.fairvote.org/ranked_choice_voting
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set. In addition, given the importance of partisanship as a heuristic (Lau,  2013),  it should 

be expected that partisan voters need to expand their information search beyond just their 

copartisan candidate, in order to break ties between independents or rank them relative to 

the candidate of the opposing party. This set of predictions, assuming they hold, paints a 

picture of RCV as a trade-off between increased cost of voting and an increase in information, 

representation, and bipartisanship, given the increase in cross-partisan information and the 

aforementioned results regarding campaign civility. 

 

I test this theory using a survey experiment on a nationally diverse sample of 1488 respon- 

dents2. Participants  are told they will be voting  in a state-wide election using  either RCV 

in the treatment group, or typical single preference voting in the control group. The exact 

RCV prompt is modeled after Congressional election information from the Maine Secretary 

of State͛s website. Voters are then presented with four candidates, and are given the option 

to view an information package for each candidate. This information package contains short 

biographical information, policy positions, and endorsements, which covers typical informa- 

tional heuristics (Lau and Redlawsk, 2001). The participants are then presented with a 

set of questions designed to test their knowledge of each candidate, before being asked to 

vote3. Consistent with the theory, 
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show clear patterns of age, education, and party effects. Assuming pathologic inattentiveness, 

these results would be much closer to random. 

 

I expand on the existing literature in three ways. First, I apply past theory on voter informa- 

tion to the new environment presented by RCV, which expands our understanding of voter 

response to complexity. Second, I add to the growing literature on RCV by expanding its 
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will also conduct all elections using RCV starting in 2022.  At the state level,  Maine has 

been conducting all elections using RCV since 2018, while Alaska has approved a state-wide 

implementation of RCV starting in 2022. Several Southern states such as Alabama, Mis- 

sissippi, and Louisiana implement RCV for military and overseas voters in runoff elections, 

since re-distribution of ballots between general and runoff would be impossible. 

 

Research on RCV has broadly focused on the first three of the aforementioned benefits, with 

little work being done on strategic voting. In terms of Campaign civility, Kropf (2021) uses 

text analysis of online activity and newspaper articles to show that local election candidates 

in an RCV setting are more likely to directly engage with each other, and less likely to 

use negative language than their counterparts in plurality election cities. Donovan et al. 

;ϮϬϭϲͿ also presents evidence in favor of RCV͛s effects on civility, showing how voters in 

RCV districts appear to be significantly more satisfied with their local election campaigns 

in terms of candidate conduct. On the other hand, Clark (2020) finds no effect on perceived 

campaign civility in an online survey of Maine voters. However, apart from Clark (2020), 

these studies have not extended to Congressional or state-wide elections, nor do they present 

any strn
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across all candidates based on their most important metric, or exhaustively searching each 

candidate across the selected variables (Lau, Redlawsk,
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http://www.maine.gov/sos/cec/elec/upcoming/rankedchoicefaq.html
http://www.maine.gov/sos/cec/elec/upcoming/rankedchoicefaq.html
http://www.maine.gov/sos/cec/elec/upcoming/rankedchoicefaq.html
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inspired by candidates for U.S. House in Maine RCV elections, in order to make sure the 

set is plausible in an RCV context. The experimental design should, again, be robust to 

different perceptions of plausibility, assuming group balance; however this may complicate 

both external validity and make it harder to detect a treatment effect. 

 

After the end of the candidate section, voters are given a set of eight questions to assess their 

acquired knowledge of the candidates. These are selected randomly by sampling two ques- 

tions from a pool of four, for each candidate. They address endorsements, prior experience, 

and policy positions. Responses on candidates that the voters did not select to learn about 

are automatically coded as being incorrect. The questions are set up to assess knowledge 

of more complex heuristics, based on the increased representation promise of RCV, and the 

difficulty of decomposition when the party heuristic is absent. In this section respondents 

perform particularly poorly, with the correct response rate being only just as good as ran- 

dom14. While this result is not optimistic for the validity of the survey design, it should be 

noted that individual questions exhibit a very wide range of correct responses, from around 

35 percent to 14 percent, well above and below what would be expected if respondents were 

uniformly guessing, respectively. The correct response rate also rises if ͞Not Sure͟ responses 

are coded as correct in the cases where 
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which provides a strong indication that the results are not random, but inputted 

https://www.fairvote.org/ranked_choice_voting_in_maine_key_statistics_from_maine_s_second_use_of_rcv_in_federal_and_state_primaries_july_2020
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Treatment 

 
 

Response 
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Correct 
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Table 3: Hypothesis H1, OLS regressions with heteroskedasticity-robust standard errors. 

 
 

Dependent variable: 

 
 Profiles Seen Interactions Non-copartisans Correct Responses Interactions Non-copartisans 

 
Treatment 

 
0.006 

 
0.001 −0.024 −0.007 
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Age (58, 68] 

 

 
Age (68, +] 

 

 
Some College 
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Postgraduate 

 
0.0 0.1 

Estimate 

 

Figure 5: Test of H2a: Probability of abstention. 
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Age (38, 48] 

 

 
Age (48, 58] 

 

 
Age (58, 68] 

 

 
Age (68, +] 

 

 
Some College 

 

 
College 

 

 
Postgraduate 

 

 
Previous RCV Experience 

 
−0.1 0.0 0.1 0.2 

Estimate 

 

Figure 6: Test of H2b: Probability of spoilage. 
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Table 4: 
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empirical results on RCV in the observational setting.  While this casts some doubt about 

the external validity of the survey, two factors should be mentioned. First, there is no 

randomization mechanism for the treatment group, meaning that internal validity of the 

test on unobservable characteristics cannot be guaranteed; the test is simply not set up to 

accurately detect such effects, and should only be taken as an indication. Second, even if a 

result should  be detected, it is likely much smaller in the experimental setting, since there 

is no situational pressure that would exist at the ballot box; individuals voting may have 

waited in line, be aware that others are waiting to vote, and may not have the ability to 

easily correct mistakes on their ballot. 
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from a wider choice set, voters tend to not alter or even reduce the amount of policy infor- 

mation they seek for each candidate. This is confirmed through a similar survey experiment 

with simulated candidates in Brazil. Cunow (2014) also argues that voters presented with a 

larger ballot are likely to be ͞first-issue hunters͟, who quickly scan between candidates for a 

single, separating issue. Cohen (2018) empirically shows that higher levels of ballot length in 

South American democracies is predictive of higher abstention and spoilage rates, as voters 

are confused or turned off by complex ballots. 
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ship, heuristics, normative assessments and policy stereotypes (Kuklinski and Quirk, 2000). 

From this theoretical basis, it could follow that voters are misers when they are called to 

adapt their information search on a macro level, and do not consider the fact that full rep- 

resentation under RCV requires more information than before. Perhaps an effect may be 

clearer when RCV systems require a minimum number of ranks for a ballot to be counted 

as valid, thus setting a hard institutional mandate on the exact extent of participation. In 

addition, voters in observational settings may adapt their practices over time, as they realize 

the potential of RCV. This effect would be very hard to test for in a survey experiment 

setting, but should be further examined. 

 

A last alternative explanation for the reported results may be that the methodology is flawed. 

This would likely be either the fault of the survey or of the incentive

of

the 
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tive effort (Basinger and Lavine, 2005), respondents either do not recognize the representa- 

tional opportunity offered by RCV or feel that their previous information search behaviors 

suffice. If the latter is true they are likely incorrect, or at least unable to sufficiently ac- 

cess the representational benefits that RCV promises. This hesitancy is clearly documented 

by the consistently null results in all hypotheses. Across age and education groups, which 

could be said to proxy RCV comprehension based on past literature, voters do not spend 

more time on researching candidates, nor are they more effective at responding to questions 

regarding policy and endorsements. Voters also examine approximately the same number 

of candidates, and do not seem to allocate their time more broadly when faced with the 

prospect of ranking. 

 

This study contributes to our understanding of voter behavior and RCV is a number of 

ways. First, the theory in this paper demonstrates that RCV represents a more complex 

informational environment than typical single preference voting. By connecting RCV with 

canonical works on voter information, I show that voters need to adapt their information 

search behavior if they are to access the representational benefits that ranked preference can 

provide. I also show the importance of sequential heuristic exhaustion which should, but 

crucially does not, lead voters to broaden their information search if they are to accurately 

express their ranked candidate ordering. 

 

Second, I give strong evidence that voters do not adapt to this complex informational envi- 

ronment, and seem to stay committed to their previous patterns of information search with 

regards to policy, endorsement, and the number of candidates they examine. This presents 

an empirical contribution to the literature of election reform, since it shows that giving vot- 

ers more options, choice, or expanding their opportunities for representation does not imply 

that they will capitalize on that opportunity, consistent with the final conclusion, but not 

the mechanism, of research on ballot length (Cunow et al., 2021; Cohen, 2018). The findings 

in this paper suggest that voters may be unable to access the representational benefits that 

are theorized to follow RCV implementation. If voters do not adapt their information search 

they can͛t identify and reward ideologically proximate candidates, which means there is little 

incentive for expanded candidate entry, which in turn leads to exactly the same ͞lesser of 

two evils͟ choice, just with a more complex and unwieldy ballot. This result could also com- 

pound issues of fair representation, considering that those who report 
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implementation. A natural first step is to examine if the null results produced in this study 

actually lead to worse, or at least unimproved, representation. It is highly unlikely, but 

perhaps voters do get enough information in the status quo to accurately express their pref- 
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∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01 Note: 

 

 

 

Table 7: Regression table for H1b 
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B Alternate Independents Specification for H1a. 

 
In this section, independent respondents are modeled as having no copartisans for the purpose 

of testing H1b, rather than modeled as being copartisan with the two available independent 

candidates. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Treatment 

Response 

 
    Seen 

Correct 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

−0.50 −0.25 0.00 0.25 

Estimate 

 

Figure 7: Alternate specification

0.00
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∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01 Note: 

 

 

 

Table 8: Alternate specification of H1a: 
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C IRT Implementation and
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Table 9: Comparison of IRT score model with 
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E Survey Instrument 
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Consent 

 
Graduate student Theodore Ntounias, under the supervision 

of Professor Thad Kousser, is conducting a research study 

about Ranked Choice Voting in the United States. If you 

agree to participate, you will read some information and 

answer a set of survey questions. Research records will be 

confidential to the extent allowed by law. Your information 
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You will vote using single preference voting. This means 

that you will be asked to pick your single most preferred 

candidate. After the election is over, the candidate with the 

most votes wins. This is the standard system employed in 

the vast majority of U.S. State and Federal elections. 

 

 
Treatment prompt 

 
In the following section you will be presented with a set of 

simulated candidates. Please assume that they are 

competing for statewide office in your state. 
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Harwell supports an increase in funding for law 

enforcement, combined with stricter punishments for 

criminals. 

In the past, Harwell had publicly stated that he was pro- 

choice, but has since ammended his position, stating 

that he supports efforts to institute a six week abortion 

ban in the state. 

Harwell is in favor of increasing infrastructure spending 

in order to motivate economic growth.
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Party: Independent 

 

Biography: 
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Linda Staley, state Senator 

 
Party: Democrat 

 

Biography: After graduating college, Staley served as the 

first African American mayor of her home town for a term 

and was then elected to the State Senate. She has served 

as chair of the Ways and Means committee. 

 

Key Positions: 
 
 

 

Staley supports the creation of a public option for 

healthcare, available to all. She does not support 

Medicare for All. 

Staley has pointed to a wide range of bipartisan bills 

she has cosigned as evidence of her willingness to 

compromise. 

Staley has put forward a plan to expand housing 

access, which includes a tax cut on new development 

projects to expand housing options. 

Staley is pro-choice, and has pledged to strongly 

oppose any limitation on abortion rights.

haso

n
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Pre-test information 

 
In the following section you will be asked a set of questions 

about the candidates. Please answer to the best of your 

recollection. If you do not remember the answer, please 

respond "Not sure". 

 

 
Candidate Questions: Republican 

 
Has John Harwell, Republican, previously run for office? 

   Yes, and failed to get the Republican nomination for the U.S. House of 

Representatives



7/7/22, 12:51 AM Qualtrics Survey Software 

https://ucsd.co1.qualtrics.com/Q/EditSection/Blocks/Ajax/GetSurveyPrintPreview?ContextSurveyID=SV_cO0ze4ViFkVOit8&ContextLibraryID=UR_… 12/18 

 

 

   No 

   Yes, but exclusively for promoting housing development 

  Yes, in most cases 

   Yes, but only for law enforcement and infrastructure expansion 

  Not sure 

 

 

 

 

On which of the following issues has John Harwell, 

Republican, changed his position? 

   Support of former President Barack Obama 

  Abortion 

   Restricting immigration 

  Medicare for All 

   Not sure 
 

 

 

 
 

Which of the following policy positions has John Harwell, 

Republican, expressed support for? 

   Stricter voter ID requirements 

   Stricter punishment for criminals 

  Expanding veterans' benefits 

   A public healthcare option 

  Not sure 
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   Decriminalizing all drugs
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   Fiscal stability is a necessity that allows the state to respond to crises more 

effectively 

   The government should spend as little as possible 

   High spending is necessary to improve economic output 

  Not sure 

 

 

 

 

Candidate Questions: Democrat 

 
As a State Senator, Linda Staley, Democrat, has e

en 

 

   

High
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