
 

Ranked-choice voting (RCV) is an electoral system in which voters rank candidates by 
preference on their ballots, rather than selecting one candidate per office. There are multiple 
types of RCV, but the most common type of RCV in the U.S. is instant-runoff voting (IRV) — or 
single-winner RCV — a term that is often used synonymously with RCV. There are also other 
forms of RCV, such as proportional RCV. This system is more commonly used for multi-winner 
elections elsewhere in the world, but it is not as common as IRV in the United States.  
 
History of RCV in the U.S. and Ohio 
 
RCV was first adopted in the United States in 1915 in Ashtabula, Ohio. Twenty-four cities in ten 
states adopted RCV between 1915 and 1948, including Boulder, New York City, and 
Sacramento. Beginning in the late 1940s, successful repeal efforts brought the number of 
jurisdictions using RCV down to just one — Cambridge, Massachusetts. According to the RCV 
Resource Center, “Politicians displaced by RCV, a lack of organization amongst groups that 
benefited from RCV, and a political climate that turned against the parties elected through the 
proportional representation of RCV led to the repeal of RCV in 23 of the 24 cities where it was 
used in the U.S. by 1962.” 
 
Between 1915 and 1935, five cities in Ohio adopted RCV for city council elections. All five 
repealed them before 1960. Those municipalities were: 
 

●​ Ashtabula (Authorized from 1915 to 1929 and last used in 1931.) 
●​ Cincinnati (Authorized from 1924 to 1957 and last used in 1955. Three ballot measures 

to reinstate RCV were rejected by voters in 1988, 1991, and 2008.) 
●​ Cleveland (Authorized from 1921 to 1931 and last used in 1933.) 
●​ Hamilton (Authorized from 1926 to 1960 and last used in 1959.) 
●​ Toledo (Authorized from 1935 to 1949 and last used in 1949.) 

 
Interest in RCV in the U.S. began to grow again in the 1990s and 2000s, and Maine became the 
first state to adopt the system for at least some statewide elections in 2016.  
 
As of February 2026, three states (Alaska, Hawaii, and Maine) use RCV for at least some 
statewide elections, while seven of the largest 100 U.S. cities by population use or are 
scheduled to use RCV for city elections.  
 
In addition to some states moving to expand RCV, there has also been a growing effort to ban 
or limit RCV. Florida and Tennessee became the first states to ban RCV in 2022. As of February 
2026, 18 states have laws prohibiting or restricting the use of RCV. Support for these efforts has 
largely been partisan, with strong support from Republican legislators. All but two states that 
ban RCV adopted the prohibition with a Republican trifecta. 
 
Legislation, ballot measures, and spending 
 

https://ballotpedia.org/Cincinnati,_Ohio,_Issue_2,_Proportional_Representation_for_City_Council_Amendment_(November_1988)
https://ballotpedia.org/Cincinnati,_Ohio,_Issue_6,_Proportional_Representation_for_City_Council_Amendment_(November_1991)
https://ballotpedia.org/Cincinnati,_Ohio,_Issue_8,_Proportional_Representation_for_City_Council_Initiative_(November_2008)


 

At the state level, these efforts to ban or preempt the use of RCV have been the most 
successful RCV-related legislation since 2022. In recent years, bills to authorize new uses of 
RCV have outnumbered bans and restrictions, but these bills have had little success. 
 
In the first months of 2026, lawmakers across the country have introduced bills that would 
require or authorize the use of RCV, as well as bills that would repeal or ban RCV. As of 
February 13, six of those bills have passed at least one chamber of a state legislature. Four of 
those — in Indiana, Iowa, Michigan, and Ohio — would prohibit the use of RCV. Bills in Maine 
and Virginia would authorize or require RCV for at least some elections. 
 
In 2025, six states enacted laws banning RCV, while Utah elected not to extend a pilot program 
authorizing RCV. In 2024, six states banned RCV, while three did so in 2023.  As of February 
2026, no state has enacted a law to expand the use of RCV since Hawaii did so in June 2022, 
requiring the use of RCV for special federal elections and county council vacancies through SB 
2162.  
 
In 2025, Maine lawmakers passed a bill that would have expanded the state’s use of RCV to 
gubernatorial and legislative elections by changing language related to ballots, tabulation, and 
voting to comply with state constitutional requirements, but lawmakers voted to recall the bill 
from Gov. Janet Mills’ (D) desk before she took action. That legislation was reintroduced in 2026 
and has passed in the Maine House. While most of the anti-RCV bills take the form of blanket 
prohibitions or repeals of RCV, bills seeking to expand RCV most often focus on authorizing its 
use for a specific office or in a specific jurisdiction.  
 
With respect to ballot measures, as of February 2026, voters in eight states had decided on 12 
statewide ballot measures related to RCV. Ten were to adopt RCV, and two were to repeal or 
preempt RCV. Voters passed three of the 10 measures to adopt RCV (30%) and one of the two 
to repeal or preempt RCV (50%). The closest of these measures was Alaska Ballot Measure 2 
to repeal the state’s use of RCV, which failed 49.9%-50.1% in 2024. A ballot measure to repeal 
RCV has again qualified for the ballot in Alaska and will be voted on in the November 2026 
election, unless the legislature approves substantially similar legislation during its session. 
 
Data related to spending on these measures is limited, but notable funders of efforts to adopt 
RCV include:  
 

-​ Unite America PAC / Kent Thiry 
-​ Article Four / George Wellde  
-​ Action Now Initiative 
-​ Laura and John Arnold Foundation 
-​ Kathryn Murdoch 

-​ Marc Merrill 
-​ Bill Ackman  
-​ Michael Porter 
-​ Katherine Gehl 

 
There is less data available about the source of funds spent advocating against adopting RCV 
or in favor of banning the measure, but most of these have been endorsed by state Republican 
parties, and in some instances (e.g., Nevada, 2024) by state Democratic parties as well. Many 

https://alison.legislature.state.al.us/code-of-alabama
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https://legislation.ballotpedia.org/elections/bill/3014
https://legislation.ballotpedia.org/elections/bill/3014
https://ballotpedia.org/Alaska_Ballot_Measure_2,_Repeal_Top-Four_Ranked-Choice_Voting_Initiative_(2024)
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of the most prominent organizations advocating against the adoption of RCV (such as the 
Honest Elections Project, the American Legislative Exchange Council, Save our States, and the 
Foundation for Government Accountability) have received significant funding from conservative 
donors such as Leonard Leo and Gina Uihlein and funding networks associated with these 
individuals.  
 
In 2024, campaigns supporting RCV reported $64.9 million in contributions and $52.7 million in 
expenditures, while campaigns opposing RCV reported $3.3 million in contributions and $3.4 
million in expenditures. 
 
Arguments 
 
Opponents of RCV argue that the system can be confusing to voters and creates the impression 
that voters have more than one vote. They also say that the possibility of ballot exhaustion—the 
fact that a portion of ballots cast in an election may not factor into the final round of tabulation 
that determines which candidate wins a majority—is undemocratic. They argue that the system 
prejudices voters with less time and information available to them before voting, and therefore 
leads to decreased voter confidence in elections. They also argue that it disconnects voting 
from specific issues and debates by asking voters to consider hypothetical matchups between 
candidates during rounds of tabulation.  
 
Supporters of RCV argue that the system increases civility in campaigning by requiring 
candidates to appeal to all voters; that it allows voters to more freely support minor and 
third-party candidates without acting as a spoiler, and therefore undermines the electoral 
incentives that underpin a two-party system and create a polarizing political environment; and 
that the system ensures that the winning candidates is the candidate truly preferred by the most 
number of voters. They also argue that the system incentivizes participation from a more diverse 
field of candidates and that it saves taxpayers money by eliminating costly runoff elections that 
typically have lower turnout.  
 
 
What do the people think?  
 
Public opinion data on RCV in the U.S. is available but not robust. Many polls come from 
advocacy organizations that either support the adoption of RCV or oppose its use. That said, 
polling typically indicates that voters find the system easy to understand and are generally 
satisfied with it, while voters who have not used the system are generally more skeptical.  
 
Perhaps the truest test of RCV’s standing in the U.S. comes from Alaska’s Measure 2, in 2024, 
where voters rejected a ballot question that would have repealed the state’s use of RCV. The 
vote was close enough to trigger an automatic recount, but RCV lives on in Alaska, for now. On 
the flip side, during the same general election, voters in several states rejected measures that 
would have newly adopted RCV for some elections, indicating that sentiment is decidedly mixed 
and many are wary of changing the status quo.  
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