
 
 
 

STV explained 
 
 
1.  What is STV? 
STV is short for Single Transferable Vote.  In New Zealand, it is known as the Single 
Transferable Voting electoral system, being a version of STV that, in the case of an 
election for multi-member vacancies, uses the New Zealand method of counting single 
transferable votes (which is based on ‘Meeks method’ of counting votes).  STV is an 
electoral system designed to make sure that the candidates elected represent accurately the 
opinions of the voters, i.e. that the strength of each party in the elected body is 
approximately in proportion to its support among the voters, where “party” means any 
feature that the voters think important, not necessarily a formal political party or 
grouping.  Every voter has only one vote, but can ask for it, or part of it, to be transferred 
from one candidate to another if it would otherwise not help to elect anyone.  This is done 
by numbering the candidates 1, 2, 3 and so on, instead of just putting a tick against one or 
more of them. 
 
2.  Why multi-member wards or constituencies? 

Under the first-past-the-post (FPP) system, whether in single- or multi-member wards or 
constituencies, all the votes not cast for the winning candidate(s) are wasted, since they 
have not been able to elect anyone; and so are all the votes in excess of a bare majority 
cast for the winner(s), in the sense that they have had no effect on the result. 
 
Imagine a city or district where the strengths of the various parties were consistent in 
every ward; with single-member wards, no opposition candidates could ever be elected.  
With multi-member wards, opposition candidates might be elected, but never in sufficient 
numbers to form a majority on the council.  The current FPP system works only because 
parties are stronger in some areas than others, and this is one reason why there is often so 
much difficulty in determining ward boundaries. 
 
With STV several candidates are elected together, representing all the sizeable bodies of 
opinion in the ward, in proportion to their strength.  The bigger the ward, the more chance 
a small party has of electing a representative.  In a 5-seat ward, for instance, any candidate 
who gets more than 16.7% of the votes (either directly or after transfers) will be elected.  
(See section 4 on the quota.) 
 
3.  How does it work? 
One way of visualising an STV election is to think of how a class of children might 
choose 3 prefects.  If they were to be allowed 3 votes each and vote for each prefect in 
turn, a bare majority could elect the first, and the same bare majority elect the second and 
the third.  That would not give a fair representation of opinion.  Instead, a number of 
candidates could stand at the front of the room and the children line up behind their 
favourites.  At first the most popular candidate has the most supporters and the least 
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popular only a few.  The children at the end of the longest line see that their favourite 
does not need their support, and move to behind their second choice; the ones behind the 
least popular candidate realise that there is little chance and also move to behind their 
second choice. 
 
Finally, all the children will be ranged in more or less equal numbers behind just 3 of the 
candidates.  Every child has had a part to play in the election of a candidate, even though 
some may not have got exactly what they first wanted. 
 
4.  What’s the quota? 

The quota is the number of votes a candidate needs to exceed, to be elected.  People often 
assume that if there are, say, 5 seats to fill, the quota must be one-fifth of the total votes 
cast, or if not, that there is something mysterious or complicated about the whole thing.  
In fact the quota in such a case is one-sixth of the total votes cast and it is clear that this is 
reasonable if we think what the quota would be in a single-seat ward where, to be sure of 
being elected, a candidate needs only to exceed half the total votes.  Similarly, in a 2-seat 
ward, exceeding one-third is sufficient for, if two candidates do so, not enough votes 
remain for another one to do so.  In other words, to find the quota you simply divide the 
total votes by one more than the number of seats to be filled. 
 
It should be noted that the number to be divided is the total votes, not the total number 
eligible to vote.  If some people decide to abstain from voting, they do not count when 
forming the quota.  Similarly, some voters may partially abstain, indicating a preference 
for only one candidate, or for only a few candidates.  If such a vote is due to be 
transferred, in whole or in part, to the next preference indicated, there may not be any 
preference there.  In such a case, what is left of the vote becomes non-transferable and the 
quota will be reduced during the count to a new, lower, value to allow for that partial 
abstention. 
 
5.  What happens in the count? 

First the total number of valid votes is determined and the initial quota is worked out.  
Then the votes are sorted according to the first preferences of the voters.  That is, each 
candidate is allocated every voting paper on which that candidate’s name is marked with 
the figure 1.  Any candidate whose votes exceed the quota is elected (subject to the 
declaration of the result of the election by the electoral officer). 
 
For each candidate whose votes exceed the quota, it is clear that that candidate does not 
need to keep all those votes, so a calculation is made of the proportion of each vote that 
that candidate does need to keep, known as the “keep value”.  If, for example, a candidate 
has 5/4 quotas, a keep value of only 4/5 will still enable the quota to be reached.  Each 
candidate not yet elected has a keep value of 1, and thus keeps every vote, or part of a 
vote, received.  Each elected candidate has the appropriate keep value calculated and 
keeps that proportion of every vote, or part of a vote, received, the remainder going to the 
next candidate on the voter’s list. 
 
Successive counts and changes in keep values are made in this way, until either all seats 
are filled or there is no surplus left because every elected candidate has only a quota of 
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votes.  When that happens the candidate who currently has fewest votes is excluded, and 
his or her keep value set to 0, so that at subsequent counts any vote arriving at that 
candidate is passed on unchanged to the voter’s next preference.  (In practice the process 
excludes a candidate as soon as calculations show that that candidate must inevitably be 
excluded next, but this is only to speed things up and cannot possibly change the result.) 
 
6.  How will the result be shown? 
The official result of the election will be made available showing what happened during 
the count.  It will show the number of first preference votes for each candidate, each 
candidate’s current votes and current keep value at each point in the count (iteration) 
where a candidate is either elected, or excluded, from the election.  It will also show any 
changes to the quota, and the number of votes that become non-transferable because the 
voters had not expressed enough preferences. 
 
Voters will therefore be able to work out how their votes were being used at each 
significant point in the count and see how they were working to affect the final result. 
 
7.  Are voting papers actually moved from one pile to another? 
No.  The papers are gone through only once, to transfer the information on them to 
computer files.  After that, all operations are performed automatically within the 
computer, which reports the results. 
 
8.  When papers are redistributed, is the method fair to all the voters? 

Yes – as fair as is possible, subject to the promise that your later preferences cannot upset 
your earlier ones.  In earlier versions of STV, designed before computers were available, 
some concessions had to be made to practicability so that counts could be carried out by 
hand, with literal shuffling of the voting papers from pile to pile.  In those versions it was 
not possible to be totally fair, but the use of computer counting with the modern device of 
keep values means that in every redistribution, each relevant voter’s wishes are 
considered, but the votes that have already helped to elect one or more candidates are 
given less weight than those that have not yet elected anyone. 
 
The use of keep values explains why, after the first count, the votes reported as assigned 
to each candidate will not be whole numbers.  Each vote is, in effect, split into parts as the 
successive preferences are looked at.  As a whole, it remains as a total of only 1 vote, but 
fractions of it go to the various candidates in accordance with the voter’s preferences. 
 
9.  How many candidates can I vote for? 
You have only 1 vote, so strictly speaking the question should be – how many preferences 
may I express?  The answer is that you may number as few or as many candidates as you 
like.  As long as the number 1 is put opposite the name of one (and only one) candidate, 
your vote is valid as far as it goes.  But, if you want to, you may number every candidate 
on the ballot paper, no matter how many seats there are to be filled. 
 
If you do not number all the candidates, your vote, or part of it, may become non-
transferable, giving you less influence on the result than you could otherwise have had.  
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There is nothing to be lost by listing more; it is impossible for your later preferences to 
upset the chances of election of your earlier preferences.  On the other hand it is better to 
express only your real preferences and not to “donkey vote” where you have no 
knowledge of the candidates concerned. 
 
10.  What is plumping? 

This means voting for only one candidate or, as partial plumping, restricting your 
preferences to the candidates of only one party. 
 
11.  Does plumping help my party? 

No.  Your second preference, if there is one, is not considered until the fate of your first 
preference has been definitely determined, as elected or excluded, and so on down the 
preferences.  So you cannot help your favourites by throwing in your hand at that stage.  
If, among the remainder of the candidates, there are some you like more than others, or 
dislike less, you should indicate that fact.  Plumping simply wastes some influence your 
vote might otherwise have had. 
 
12.  Is my vote certain to help to elect somebody? 
No.  Most votes will do so, but anyone whose first preference is for the runner-up 
candidate will not have their later preferences considered.  This is an inevitable 
consequence of the guarantee that your later preferences cannot upset your earlier ones. 
 
13.  How do I vote for a party? 

Voting is by numbering individual candidates in order of preference.  If candidates belong 
to parties (as defined in section 1, above), any vote for a candidate inevitably helps that 
candidate’s party to some extent.  If, however, you wish to help a particular party as much 
as possible, you should list all that party’s candidates as your earliest preferences, in 
whatever order you prefer, before going on, if you wish, to candidates of other parties. 
 
Parties cannot gain extra seats by getting their supporters to use particular orders for their 
candidates.  You should follow your own wishes, not what anyone else may try to get you 
to do – it is your vote. 
 
Party-minded people may try to persuade you that it is illogical to switch parties between 
preferences, but if you regard the personalities of individuals as more important than 
party, there is nothing illogical about it.  Again, it is your vote and you should follow your 
own wishes. 
 
14.  Exactly how do I vote? 

You should really study the lists of candidates beforehand and make up your mind about 
your preferences among the candidates and parties.  (Candidate profile statements 
submitted by the candidates themselves will accompany the voting document that is sent 
to each voter.)  There will probably be quite a number of names on the voting document.  
They will either be in alphabetical, random, or pseudo-random order and their formal 
party affiliations (if any) will be shown. 
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When you get your voting document, mark the number 1 against the name of the 
candidate you most wish to see elected.  Then ask yourself, if that favourite did not need 
all your vote, or got so few votes as to be excluded during the count, which other 
candidate you would wish to support, and put the number 2 against that candidate’s name.  
Then a 3 against your next choice, and so on as long as you wish. 
 
Be careful not to put the same number against more than one candidate, or to miss out a 
number.  If you should do so those preferences, and any later ones you mark, will be 
ignored.  If you do make a mistake, you may return the voting document to the electoral 
officer who issued it and apply for a special voting document. 
 
Voting in an STV election requires a certain amount of consideration, as indeed such an 
important matter as voting in any election should.  But if voters take the necessary trouble 
to vote thoughtfully and carefully, they can have the satisfaction of knowing that the 
result will reflect not just a simple negative/positive reaction, but their entire collective 
outlook. 
 
 
 
 


