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Overview
This research takes advantage of the recent implementation 
of ranked-choice voting (RCV) in Maine to compare three 
alternative electoral rules—RCV, runoff, and plurality—at the 
federal level. Across a set of 12 competitive 2020 federal elections, 
the electoral arena in Maine under RCV was more open to new 
parties and candidates than elsewhere under runoff or plurality, 
and one candidate broke the national pattern of ideological 
polarization. Yet, in the context of Maine’s political history, these 
gains were modest. Further, RCV has been fiercely opposed by 
Maine’s Republican Party, especially after the 2018 congressional 
election, in which a Democratic candidate unseated a Rebublican 
incumbent in a “come-from-behind” victory. (In a come-from-
behind victory under RCV, the winner of the first-preference 
votes loses after the allocation of additional-preference votes.) 
In a survey experiment assessing American voters’ satisfaction 
with the three electoral rules, many voters did not understand 
the problem of an election won by a candidate without majority 
support; and, they were much less satisfied with a come-from-
behind victory under RCV than under runoff. The results 
suggest advantages for runoff versus RCV and challenges in the 
implementation of RCV—but challenges that can be addressed 
through greater familiarity and understanding of the new rule.

Research Questions
•	 At the federal level, do runoff and RCV open the electoral 

arena to new parties and candidates, encourage ideological 
moderation, and increase voters’ satisfaction with the  
election results?

•	 If so, does runoff or RCV perform better?

Key Findings
•	 Across a dataset of twelve competitive 2020 federal 

elections, third-party and independent candidates fared 
better (but still poorly) under RCV than under runoff or 
plurality.

•	 Of the 33 candidates included in the dataset, the most 
ideologically moderate was a Republican candidate from 
Maine, who ran under RCV. 

•	 In a survey experiment, U.S. voters were less satisfied with 
election results under RCV than under runoff or plurality. 
Voters were not dissatisfied with the election of a candidate 
without majority support under plurality, but they were very 
dissatisfied with a come-from-behind victory under RCV, 
much more so than under runoff. (A come-from-behind 
victory under runoff is when the first-round runner-up wins 
the second round.) 

•	 The overall modest advances under RCV and runoff in 
2020 may be explained by (1) the highly polarized nature of 
national politics, and (2) the time it takes for candidates and 
voters to acclimate to new electoral rules. 
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Background and Research Design
As partisan polarization and public dissatisfaction with 
government continue to rise in the United States, many political 
analysts have called for an end to the standard of plurality voting, 
in which the candidate with the most votes, but not necessarily the 
majority, is elected. Two leading alternatives are ranked-choice 
voting (RCV) and runoff. With RCV, voters rank candidates in 
order of preference; if no candidate wins a majority in the first 
round, the second choices from the candidate with the fewest first 
choices are counted, and so on until one candidate wins a majority. 
Under runoff, a second round among the top two candidates is 
held if no candidate reaches a certain threshold in the first round, 
usually 50 percent. In the U.S., RCV is increasingly recommended 
and implemented. Around the world, runoff is the most common 
rule for presidential elections. 

To analyze the effects of the three rules on openness of the 
electoral arena to new parties and candidates, ideological 
moderation, and voter satisfaction, we used a variety of research 
methods. We secured ten virtual interviews among knowledgeable 
persons in the state of Maine, which became the first state to adopt 
RCV in 2016, and the first to use it for state and federal elections 
in 2018. Interviewees spanned current and former political 
candidates (including Independent candidate Lisa Savage, who ran 
for the U.S. Senate in 2020), journalists, and lawyers.

To assess the openness of the electoral arena and ideological 
moderation, we identified and compared a set of 12 competitive 
federal election cases (based on Cook Political Report ratings as of 
summer 2020). We included only competitive elections, because 
they are the only conditions that truly test the rule. There were 
only two competitive elections under RCV (Maine’s Senate and 
2nd Congressional District) and only five competitive elections 
under runoff (Georgia’s regular Senate election, Georgia’s special 
Senate election, Georgia’s 6th Congressional District, and 
California’s 21st and 25th Congressional Districts). For the plurality 
cases, we included the two competitive elections in Iowa (its 
Senate and 1st Congressional District) and in North Carolina (its 
Senate and 8th Congressional District) because Iowa and North 
Carolina are deemed “similar” to Maine and Georgia respectively 
by FiveThirtyEight. For an additional plurality case, we included 
the Senate race in Colorado on the basis of the competitiveness 
criterion.

Then, to assess voters’ satisfaction with the three rules, we 
conducted a survey experiment of U.S. voters nationwide. Any 
survey in Maine alone would have reflected the strong partisan 
divisions in the state over RCV. The Maine Republican Party’s 
opposition to RCV reflects in part its hostility to a come-from-
behind victory under RCV, a hostility that intensified after a 
Democrat won Maine’s 2nd Congressional District seat in a 
come-from-behind victory in 2018. To explore this controversy, 
our survey experiment asked voters about their satisfaction with 
electoral results that simulated the results of this controversial 
election. The survey was fielded on a sample of 3,471 registered 
voters via Amazon Mechanical Turk (MTurk) from October 19 to 
November 8, 2020.

Findings and Implications
OPENNESS OF THE ELECTORAL ARENA TO NEW PARTIES 
AND CANDIDATES

The electoral arena was more open to non-Democrat/non-
Republican candidates under RCV than under runoff or plurality. 
In the elections we studied, the percentage of the vote for third-
party and independent candidates was the largest (6.7 percent) 
in Maine. Further, Independent Lisa Savage was the only non-
Democrat/non-Republican candidate to achieve 5 percent in 
the election result. Under runoff, Libertarian Shane T. Hazel in 
Georgia achieved 5 percent in pre-election polls, but did not reach 
that percentage in the election result. In every case under plurality, 
the vote for non-Democrat/non-Republican candidates was below 
5 percent and no candidate achieved 5 percent in pre-election 
polls. Among the Maine interviewees, there was consensus that 
the openness of Maine’s electoral arena was due in good part to 
RCV.Still, 6.7 percent of the vote for third-party and independent 
candidates is not a large number, and RCV did not lead to more 
openness in Maine’s 2nd Congressional District race. Besides RCV, 
Maine’s strong tradition of independent candidates could also 
explain its relative openness.

Even under RCV, the headwinds against third-party and 
independent candidates were strong. First, amid the intense 
nationwide partisan polarization and the high stakes of the 2020 
election, the political space for such candidates was narrow. 
Second, the effects of RCV were still not fully understood in Maine 
and potential candidates still did not want to be “spoilers.” Several 
of our interviewees expected that a come-from-behind victory 
under RCV would be challenged by Maine’s Republican Party. 
They also suggested that a mainstream Democratic candidate, 
such as Sara Gideon, likely worried that she would be tarred as 
co-opted by the “radical left” if she reached out to a former Green 
candidate, such as Savage.

IDEOLOGICAL MODERATION 

We calculated an Ideology Score for each candidate in our dataset 
based on their positions on nine policy issues, and considered their 
scores against the three electoral rules. 

On the surface, Maine’s candidates’ scores are consistent with 
RCV’s promise of greater ideological moderation. Among the 
33 candidates evaluated, Republican Susan Collins of Maine 
was by far the most moderate; among the four Democratic and 
Republican candidates in Maine, only one was more than .25 points 
more extreme than the candidate’s party’s average. We also found 
that while the set of Democratic and Republican candidates under 
RCV and plurality approximated similar distances from their 
parties’ average scores, the set of Democratic and Republican 
candidates under runoff was more extreme. Still, historically, 
Maine has been a stronghold not only for independent candidates 
but also for moderate Republicanism. Indeed, on a measure of 
ideology based on roll call votes in the Senate, Collins was more 
moderate prior to the adoption of RCV in Maine in 2016 than after 
its adoption.



Overall, these results suggest that it is difficult for a single electoral 
rule in specific states to counter a strong national trend towards 
ideological extremes. Although Collins won the Maine Senate 
election, she was predicted to lose, and most analysts attributed 
her grim prospects to the difficulties of ideological moderation in 
2020. In contrast to Collins, Georgia’s Kelly Loeffler, previously 
considered a Republican moderate, submitted to the right’s 
increasing domination of the Republican Party. Whereas Collins 
was not challenged in the Maine Republican primary, Loeffler was 
competing in the special election’s first round not only against 
Democrats but also against a staunchly pro-Trump Republican, 
Doug Collins. Loeffler believed she had to move right to capture 
the pro-Trump vote. Among the Democratic candidates in this 
runoff election, Rev. Raphael Warnock was endorsed by former 
President Barack Obama and soared in the polls; the most 
moderate candidate, Ed Tarver, did not gain traction.

As mentioned above, under runoff in Georgia, Libertarian 
candidate Shane Hazel achieved 5 percent in pre-election polls. 
Hazel had a moderate Ideology Score, however this score was an 
amalgam of some far-right positions (on gun control, for example) 
and some far-left positions (on drugs, for example). While the 
Libertarian Party is the strongest emerging party in the U.S., its 
specific policy positions are not “at the center.”

VOTER SATISFACTION

In our survey experiment, we assessed voters’ satisfaction with 
election results under the three rules. The key treatments were 
the three rules (plurality, runoff, and RCV) and the likelihood or 
actuality of a come-from-behind victory. We then combined seven 
indicators of satisfaction—usability, comprehensibility, fairness, 
transparency, representativeness, legitimacy, and support— into 
a single Satisfaction Score. Given the nonrepresentative nature of 
the sample, we controlled for such factors as age, education, and 
political affiliation.

As Figure 1 shows, voters were relatively satisfied with both 
plurality and runoff, but less satisfied with RCV. With RCV, there 
was a significant decrease in satisfaction relative to plurality. 
Also, voters were much less satisfied with a come-from-behind 
victory under RCV than under runoff. To our surprise, voters were 
not troubled by the election of a winner without majority support 
under plurality (the likely come-from-behind victory treatment).

Figure 1: Voters’ Satisfaction under Plurality, Runoff, and RCV: 
Unlikely/No Come-from-Behind Victory versus Likely/Actual 
Come-from-Behind Victory

Party affiliation was a major indicator of satisfaction with RCV. 
Republican voters were more likely to oppose RCV; 51 percent of 
Republicans were dissatisfied with the electoral results under RCV 
versus 42 percent of Independents and 37 percent of Democrats. 
Similarly, the Satisfaction Score with the results under RCV was 
twice as negative for Republicans than Independents, and eight 
times more negative for Republicans than Democrats. Republican 
voters’ dissatisfaction appeared tied to a preference for the status 
quo and opposition to change. Responding to a question in the 
survey experiment, 65 percent of Republicans reported opposition 
to changing U.S. electoral rules versus 36 percent of Independents 
and 12 percent of Democrats.

Familiarity with the electoral rule to which respondents were 
exposed was also an important variable. Most voters were not 
familiar with RCV, but familiarity mattered much more for 
satisfaction with RCV than with plurality or runoff (see Figure 2). 
While a lack of familiarity has a negative impact on satisfaction for 
all three rules, this effect is significantly larger for RCV than for 
plurality or runoff. Yet, there is no difference in effect among those 
“very familiar” with the rule. This suggests that voters do indeed 
“learn to like” RCV and become more satisfied with it over time. 
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Figure 2: Familiarity Increases Satisfaction,  
Especially with RCV

Conclusion
The promises of a more open electoral arena and of ideological 
moderation under RCV were upheld in Maine’s 2020 federal 
elections. Still, the gains were modest, especially in the context 
of Maine’s political traditions. The effects of both RCV and runoff 
were limited by the intense political polarization in the United 
States today, among other factors.

In Maine, RCV has been very divisive, especially due to 
controversy about come-from-behind victories. Meanwhile, 
voters nationwide are less satisfied with RCV than with runoff 
or plurality. Many voters are not troubled by the election of a 
candidate without majority support under plurality and are 
skeptical of the remedy for this problem—a come-from-behind 
victory—slightly so under runoff and significantly so under RCV.

Often, change is hard; it takes time for voters and political actors to 
adapt to new electoral dynamics. Fortunately, this study provides 
some hope that with greater explanation of the problems of 
plurality and the rationale for come-from-behind victories, runoff 
or RCV will be increasingly adopted across the United States.
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