
 
 
The single transferable vote system 
 
The single transferable vote is a form of proportional representation under which voters 
choose their representatives from a number of candidates in multimember districts.  STV is a 
proportional representation voting system that enables almost all voters to obtain equal and 
effective representation. 
 
It is reasonable to assert that a valid electoral system should be able to— 
 
 (a) Ascertain the electors’ wishes and, as far as possible, give effect to them; 
 
 (b) Ensure that as many as possible of those who take part have an effect, and an  
  equal effect, on the result; 
 
 (c) Ensure that nearly all electors can identify among those elected a representative of  
  their choice whom they helped to elect; and 
 
 (d) Obtain, as far as practicable, fair and proportional representation of whatever  
  views, opinions and judgements motivate electors when they vote. 
 
The single transferable vote method of election (in multimember districts) fulfils these 
objectives. 
 
The essential features of STV are— 
 
 (a) A single vote whereby each elector can choose his or her prospective  
  representative from a number of candidates: 
 
 (b) Several representatives elected together to enable different viewpoints and  
  opinions to be reflected: 
 
 (c) Election by quota, being the minimum number of votes which, if attained by as  
  many candidates as there are places to be filled, leaves slightly less than a quota  
  of votes that are ineffective.  This is the Droop quota, being the total valid  
  vote, divided by one more than the number of places to be filled, plus a tiny  
  fraction of a vote.  Thus, if seven representatives are elected together, and if  
  each of seven candidates obtains a quota of one-eighth of the votes, plus that  
  tiny fraction of a vote, then slightly less than one-eighth of the votes only, fail to  
  contribute to the election of a representative: 
 
 (d) The single vote to be transferable according to preferences expressed by the  
  elector to enable the surpluses of candidates who exceed the quota and the votes  
  of candidates who are excluded from the election, to be transferred to other,  
  non-excluded candidates until the required number of representatives is elected. 
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The STV system operates in the following manner— 
 
 (a) Each voter votes by listing some or all of the candidates in order of preference: 
 
 (b) Each voter is treated as having one vote, which is assigned initially to that voter’s  
  first-preference candidate: 
 
 (c) A quota is calculated, as the minimum number of votes needed by a candidate to  
  secure election.  The quota is reduced during the count, if the circumstances so  
  dictate: 
 
 (d) Any candidate whose votes equal or exceed the current quota is elected, and any  
  surplus votes (above the quota) are transferred to other candidates in accordance  
  with the later preferences of the relevant voters, as expressed on their voting  
  papers: 
 
 (e) If, at any point in the count, no surplus remains to be transferred, but the number  
  of candidates elected so far falls short of the number of vacancies to be filled,  
  then the candidate who currently has fewest votes is excluded from the count.   
  Votes assigned to that candidate are then transferred to other candidates in  
  accordance with the later preferences of the relevant voters: 
 
 (f) Transfers of surpluses and exclusions continue until the desired number of  
  candidates is elected. 
 
The effect of STV is as follows— 
 
 (a) Each elector’s single vote is used to help elect the candidate who is his or her first  
  preference.  If that candidate is so popular that he or she does not need all the  
  first preference votes received, the surplus votes are transferred to non-excluded  
  candidates (including those already elected), according to the next available  
  preferences indicated: 
 
 (b) It can be seen that later preferences are contingency choices only.  Because these  
  contingency choices are used only if an earlier preference has a surplus above  
  the quota required for election, or has been excluded because of insufficient  
  support, under no circumstances can they count against an earlier preference, as  
  is possible under multiple-FPP: 
 
 (c) The sorting of voting papers according to first preferences in effect arranges the  
  electors who voted into generally unequal groups, each group supporting a  
  single candidate.  The transfers of surpluses and exclusions reduce the groups in  
  number according to the number of places to be filled and make the initially  
  unequal groups each approximately equal to a quota.  The electorate is thus  
  arranged into the desired number of nearly equal opinion groups, each group  
  with its own representative: 
 
 (d) Nearly every vote is effective in helping to secure the election of a chosen  
  candidate.  The percentage of effective votes in an election is a measure of voter  
  satisfaction, and thus of the validity of an election method.  In an election for  
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  seven places in any given district, the proportion of effective votes is about  
  seven-eighths, or 87%.  Under multiple-FPP, effective votes are routinely less  
  than 50%.  Nearly every elector who votes has an equal effect on the result and  
  is directly represented by someone whom he or she has helped to elect. 
 
In voting, different electors may attach different weight to several criteria simultaneously.  
The single transferable vote gives proportional representation of this opinion structure of the 
electorate with an accuracy dependent only on the number of representatives simultaneously 
elected.  The single transferable vote gives freedom of choice to electors and ensures, as far 
as possible, that that choice is satisfied and not distorted or frustrated. 
 
The actual casting of a vote is no more complicated than for the present multiple-FPP method 
of voting.  Instead of entering a number of ticks, electors simply enter the numbers 1, 2, 3, ... 
etc. opposite their preferred candidates, a process less difficult than filling out a Lotto card.  
Indeed, they need only express as many preferences, or contingency choices, as they so 
desire, i.e. from one only, through to as many as there are candidates standing for election. 
 
In addition to fully complying with the objectives of a valid method of election, set out 
above, the single transferable vote is the only alternative election method that could be used 
for non-parliamentary elections that meets the four key democratic objectives for a 
representative voting system.  They are— 
 
Proportionality 
 

Representation of significant opinion groups, of whatever persuasion, should be in 
proportion to their electoral support. 

 
Accountability 
 

The elected representatives should be collectively and individually responsible to the 
voters. 

 
Equal value of votes 
 

The value of the individual vote should not be distorted by factors such as geography or 
socio-economic grouping, and the number of ineffective votes should be kept to a 
minimum. 

 
Effective choice 
 

Voters should be offered as wide a choice as is practicable between and within opinion 
groups, and between individual candidates, towards the formation of an effective 
council. 

 
While readily conceding that no electoral system is perfect, STV best meets these key 
objectives when taken as a whole. 
 


