
TO: Members of the Wisconsin State Legislature 

FROM: Rep. Lisa Subeck 

DATE: February 18, 2020 

RE:  Co-sponsorship of LRB 5159 relating to: ranked-choice voting, granting rule-making 

authority, and making an appropriation 
  
SHORT DEADLINE: Thursday, February 20, 2020 12 PM 
  
This bill proposes allowing local units of government to choose to use ranked-choice voting 

(RCV) for local elections of non-partisan, local offices. Under the bill, “local governmental unit” 

is defined as a county, city, village, town, or special purpose district, including a school district. 
  
Currently, Wisconsin uses either a plurality-winner election system or a type of runoff system, 

depending upon the office. In a plurality-winner system, the winning candidate merely needs to 

get more votes than any other candidate, even if no candidate reaches a majority. In the type of 

runoff system used in some local races in Wisconsin, a large slate of candidates may run in a 

primary, which is used to narrow the field down to two candidates who then face off in the 

general election. 
  
Ranked-choice voting is a majority-winner election system, meaning the winning candidate 

needs to get an absolute majority (50% plus one vote) in order to be elected. 
  
Several problems exist with a plurality-winner system: 
  

1.       Undemocratic. A candidate may win an election with far less than 50% of the vote, even if a 

majority of the voters like that candidate least. For example, a candidate who receives 40% of the 

vote wins if the other 60% of voters split (30% and 30%) between two other candidates that they 

liked better. 
  
2.       Discourages choice. Our current system works against the goal of giving voters more 

choices. The more candidates in the race, the more likely it is that the winner will receive less 

than 50% of the vote. This problem commonly shows up in crowded party primaries and general 

elections with third-party candidates. 
  

3.       Prevents expression of true preferences. Right now, voters may be forced to vote 

strategically for the candidate with the best chance of winning, rather than for the candidate they 

like best. Voters fear wasting their vote should they choose their favorite candidate, and creating 

a “spoiler” who helps elect their least favorite candidate. This “spoiler” effect receives lots of 

attention in presidential elections but can occur at any level. 
  
One solution to these problems is to use runoff elections. A runoff system uses two elections. All 

candidates participate in the first election, and anyone receiving 50% plus one vote, is elected. If 

no one reaches that threshold, only the top two vote-getters advance to a second election. Voters 

can express their true preferences in the first election, and still choose between the two leading 

candidates with the most support in the second election. Georgia and Louisiana use runoff 

elections. Wisconsin uses types of runoff systems for elections where a large slate of candidates 

may run in a primary, which is used to narrow the field down to two candidates who then face 



off in the general election, such as elections for the State Supreme Court, the State 

Superintendent, and some local races 
  
However, runoff systems still have two problems: (1) they are expensive, requiring two elections 

instead of one, and (2) more elections cause voter fatigue, reducing voter turnout. 
  
Ranked-choice voting solves these problems. Rather than two separate elections, voters rank 

candidates in order of preference (1 for favorite, 2 for second favorite, etc.) on a single ballot. If 

a candidate wins an absolute majority of the vote (50% plus one vote) based on voters’ first-

choice preferences, that candidate wins. But if no candidate wins a majority, the ballots contain 

all the information needed to conduct an "instant" runoff. 
  
Instant runoff works by eliminating the last place candidate, and reassigning their votes to other 

candidates based on voters’ second choices. If that round results in a candidate winning a 

majority, that candidate is elected. If not, the next losing candidate is eliminated, and the process 

repeats until a candidate receives a majority of the vote and is elected. This ranked-choice voting 

system is sometimes referred to as instant-runoff voting (IRV). 
  
Here is a 1 minute video that helps explain ranked-choice voting. 
  
The same principles apply to elections with multiple winners, like city councils, school boards, 

and town and village boards. This process, called single transferrable vote (STV), uses the same 

candidate rankings to determine multiple winners when multiple seats are being elected. 
  
Ranked-choice voting is not new. Many cities, like Minneapolis, already use it; Maine approved 

ranked-choice voting by referendum in 2016 and 2018; New York City voters approved ranked-

choice voting by a 3-to-1 margin; and prominent corporations and organizations, such as the 

Academy Awards, use ranked-choice voting. The basic concept of using runoff elections to 

ensure that an elected position is filled by someone receiving majority support has been in use 

for hundreds of years and types of runoff elections are currently used in states like Texas, 

Georgia, Louisiana, North Carolina, and Vermont. 
  
This bill allows local governmental units to enact an ordinance or adopt a resolution to use 

ranked-choice voting for the election of all local officials, not including recall elections for any 

such officials.  The bill defines “local governmental unit” as a county, city, village, town, or 

special purpose district, including a school district.  Under ranked-choice voting, each voter may 

rank as many preferences for each office or seat as there are candidates whose names appear on 

the ballot for that office or seat.  If the voter indicates a preference for more than one candidate 

for an office or seat, the voter must indicate a preference between the candidates by designating 

one as “first choice," another as “second choice," and ranking subsequent choices in sequential 

preference.  A voter may also indicate a preference for one or more write-in candidates for any 

office or seat. 
  
In addition to providing a fairer, more democratic option to local units of government, this bill 

provides the opportunity to eliminate some local primary elections. 
  

https://youtu.be/oHRPMJmzBBw


The bill is enabling legislation that would not require any local unit of government to adopt 

ranked choice voting but would give them the option to do so. 
  
  
If you would like to co-sponsor LRB-5159/1, please respond to this email or call Rep. 

Subeck’s office at 6-7521 by 12 pm on Thursday, February 20, 2020. 
  
  

Analysis by the Legislative Reference Bureau 

This bill allows local governmental units to enact an ordinance or adopt a resolution to use 

ranked-choice voting for the election of all local officials, not including recall elections for any 

such officials.  The bill defines “local governmental unit” as a county, city, village, town, or 

special purpose district, including a school district.  Under ranked-choice voting, each voter may 

rank as many preferences for each office or seat as there are candidates whose names appear on 

the ballot for that office or seat.  If the voter indicates a preference for more than one candidate 

for an office or seat, the voter must indicate a preference between the candidates by designating 

one as “first choice," another as “second choice," and ranking subsequent choices in sequential 

preference.  A voter may also indicate a preference for one or more write-in candidates for any 

office or seat. 
  
A voter who casts one vote for a candidate for an office or seat but who does not indicate a 

preference is considered to have cast a “first-choice" preference for that candidate.  If any 

candidate receives a majority of the first-choice preferences for the office or seat, that candidate 

is elected.  If no candidate receives a majority of the first-choice preferences for an office or seat, 

the name of the candidate receiving the least number of first-choice preferences is dropped and 

the second-choice preferences of the voters who preferred that candidate, if any, are then added 

to the first-choice preferences received by the other candidates.  Subsequent preferences of those 

voters are allocated to the other candidates in a similar manner as candidates with the fewest 

voter preferences are eliminated.  If any candidate for the office or seat then has a majority of the 

combined first-choice and reallocated preferences, that candidate is elected.  If not, the procedure 

is repeated until one candidate receives a majority of the combined first-choice and reallocated 

preferences. 
  
In the case of a multiple-seat district, the candidates whose vote total is equal to or greater than 

the threshold number of votes are elected.  The threshold is determined by dividing the total 

number of votes cast for the open seats by the number of the open seats, plus one, and adding 

one to the quotient, disregarding any fractions.  Generally, if a candidate receives more than the 

number of threshold votes during a round of counting the preferential votes, his or her surplus 

votes are allocated to the continuing candidates in order of preference until all open seats are 

filled.  A voter may also indicate a preference for one or more write-in candidates. 
  
Under ranked-choice voting, no primary election is held for an elective office in a local 

governmental unit. 
  



Finally, the bill authorizes the Elections Commission to make expenditures to implement and 

administer ranked-choice voting, including updating equipment and software and implementing 

secure technologies, and to make grants to local governmental units for the same purpose. 
  
For further information see the state and local fiscal estimate, which will be printed as an 

appendix to this bill. 
  
 


