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Executive Summary 
 
We face a very important choice in the referendum on our electoral system on 5th May.  But many of 

the claims being made by both sides are either false or exaggerated.  We need a debate that is 

grounded in solid evidence.  This paper provides that grounding. 

The basics of AV 

 A move to the Alternative Vote (AV) would not be a radical change from the current system 

of First Past the Post (FPTP).  AV is not a proportional system.   

 Rather, AV is majoritarian: candidates win by securing a majority of the votes in their 

constituency.  Under FPTP, only a relative majority is required; under AV, the goal is that 

winning candidates should secure an absolute majority.   

 AV allows voters to rank candidates in order of preference.  If no one wins more than 50 per 

cent of first preferences, second and sometimes lower preferences are taken into account. 

AV’s known effects 

 AV would increase voter choice – between but not within political parties.   

 AV would reduce but not end tactical voting. 

 AV would uphold the principle of “one person, one vote”.  Every voter would still be treated 

equally; each vote would count only once in deciding who is elected in each constituency. 

 AV would give weight to second and lower preferences as well as first preferences.  The 

merits of this move can be debated. 

 AV is not a proportional system. 

 AV would not eliminate safe seats, though it will probably reduce their number. 

 AV would not cost much to implement. 

AV’s likely effects 

 AV would probably not change turnout at elections.  Nor is it likely to change significantly 

the number of spoilt ballots. 

 AV is unlikely to change the structure of the party system fundamentally.  But it is likely to 

increase the Lib Dems’ seat share somewhat, at the expense of the other main parties. 

 AV would probably make coalition governments slightly more frequent (but changes in how 

people vote mean coalitions are already becoming more likely under FPTP). 

 AV would probably sometimes exaggerate landslides. 

 Minor parties under AV would probably win more votes, but not more seats.  AV would be 

likely to increase the bargaining power of some minor parties, but not of extremists such as 

the BNP.  It did not help Australia’s One Nation party. 

 AV would be unlikely to increase the number of women or ethnic minority MPs. 

 AV would be unlikely significantly to change the standards of MPs’ behaviour or the 

relationship between MPs and voters.  It might make some MPs focus more on constituency 

work – which might or might not be desirable. 

 AV would probably reduce the tribalism of political battle only at the margins. 

 A “yes” vote would probably make further electoral system change later on more likely. 
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Introduction 

UK voters will have the right to choose the electoral system for Westminster elections in the 

referendum on 5th May.  This is a fundamental choice: the electoral system is a cornerstone of 

democracy.  So far, however, the debate is not going well.  The campaigns on both sides are making 

claims that are either false or exaggerated.  Many voters are mystified: the latest data from the 

British Election Study suggest that around a third of voters still do not know what they think of the 

proposed Alternative Vote (AV) system.1 

This briefing paper does not take sides in the referendum debate: there are good arguments both 

for and against the adoption of AV.  Our purpose, rather, is to lay out the basic evidence upon which 

a well informed debate can be conducted. 

This paper begins by setting out the basics of AV: how the system works and where it is already used 

today.  It then outlines the evidence on the various effects that the introduction of AV in the UK 

might or might not have. 

Criteria for judging AV 

Electoral systems can be judged against many criteria.  This paper takes as its cue the arguments 

that have been proffered by each side in the debate in the UK so far: we need to know which of 

these arguments make sense and which don’t.  The paper organizes these arguments into the 

following categories: 

1. AV and the voter: does AV help voters to express themselves at the ballot box? 

2. AV and the result of the election at constituency level: does AV guarantee majority support 

for the MP elected and does it produce fair constituency results? 

3. AV and the result of the election at national level: how would AV change the balance 

between the parties and what impact would this have on the quality of government in the 

UK? 

4. AV and the character of politics: would AV change the nature of political discourse or the 

behaviour of MPs? 

5. the cost of AV: how much independent evidence is there on how much AV would actually 

cost to operate? 

6. AV and the future of the electoral system: would the adoption of AV make further changes 

to the electoral system thereafter more or less likely? 

The main sections of this paper discuss each of these categories in turn.  They draw on evidence 

from the UK and elsewhere – particularly from Australia, the country with by far the most 

experience of AV.  They assess without prejudice what claims about the effects of AV are justified, 

what claims are clearly wrong, and what claims remain open to debate. 
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The basics of AV 
 
How AV works 

AV is similar to the current First Past the Post (FPTP) system in that it is used in constituencies that 

elect one member each.  This means that AV is not a proportional system. 

Under AV, voters can rank the candidates according to preference, placing a “1” by their favourite 

candidate, a “2” by their next most favoured candidate, and so on.  In the version of AV proposed for 

the UK, voters can express as many or as few preferences as they wish.  In most Australian elections, 

by contrast, a vote is valid only if all candidates are ranked. 

In the first stage of the vote count, only first preferences are counted.  If a candidate has more than 

50 per cent of first preferences, that candidate is elected and the counting process is over. 

If no candidate wins more than 50 per cent of first preferences, the candidate with fewest first 

preferences is knocked out of the race.  The ballot papers in their pile are looked at again and added 

to the piles for the remaining candidates according to the second preferences that these voters have 

indicated.  If a candidate has now passed 50 per cent of all votes, that candidate is elected. 

This process continues until a candidate passes the 50 per cent mark.  Because voters are not 

required to rank all the candidates, however, some votes are likely to be “exhausted” (meaning that 

all the preferred candidates have been eliminated) before the end of the counting process.  This 

means that some candidates will be elected on fewer than 50 per cent of all the votes cast. 

Where AV is used 

AV is used for national parliamentary elections in three countries: Australia, Fiji, and Papua New 

Guinea.  It is also used for presidential elections and for parliamentary by-elections in Ireland.  

Within the UK, it is currently used for local government by-elections in Scotland and Northern 

Ireland.  Some local elections in the United States also use AV, where it is known as “instant runoff”. 

AV is used in the UK in a variety of non-public elections, including Labour and Liberal Democrat 

leadership elections, elections of student union officers, and elections in the Church of England.  AV 

is used to elect the chairs of House of Commons select committees. 

AV’s cousins 

AV has a number of close cousins.  Mayors in London and elsewhere are elected using the 

Supplementary Vote system: voters can give their first and second preferences, and all but the top 

two candidates are eliminated after the first count.   

The Conservative Party leader is elected using a multi-round system: if no candidate wins an 

absolute majority in the first round, the bottom candidate is eliminated and a second round of 

voting occurs; this is repeated until there is a clear winner.  A very similar system is used to elect the 

House of Commons Speaker. 

France and some other countries use a truncated multi-round system: there are two rounds; only 

the better performing candidates in the first round can run again in the second.  
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Box 1.  The use of AV for by-elections in Scottish local government 

Since 2007, elections to Scottish local authorities have used the Single Transferable Vote (STV) 

electoral system.  STV is similar to AV in that it allows voters to rank candidates in order of 

preference.  Unlike AV, it is proportional, electing multiple councillors in each ward according to the 

votes cast. 

For by-elections where only one councillor is to be elected, however, STV becomes identical to AV.  

AV has thus been used in the 31 by-elections held in Scottish local authorities since 2007.  By way of 

example, we can look at the by-election in the Ballochmyle ward of East Ayrshire held on 11 

December 2008.  The following table shows how the count proceeded. 

  First count Second count: 
Exclusion of Fraser 

Third count: Exclusion 
of Masterton 

Candidate Party First 
preferences 

Transfers Total 
votes 

Transfers Total 
votes 

FRASER, Ian Lib Dem 93 -93 0   
MASTERTON, Danny  Solidarity 243 5 248 -248 0 
McALPINE, Janette Conservative 273 17 290 18 308 
SAVAGE, Roseanne SNP 1129 31 1160 101 1261 
SHAW, David Labour 1598 19 1617 58 1675 
Non-transferable   21 21 71 92 
Total  3336  3336  3336 

To secure election, a candidate had to secure 1669 votes (one more than 50 per cent).  No candidate 

reached this threshold on first preferences, so the candidate placed last – Ian Fraser – was excluded.  

Of the 93 ballot papers in his pile, 21 had no further preference marked and therefore played no 

further part in the count.  The remaining ballot papers were added to the piles of the remaining 

candidates according to the second preferences marked. 

The leading candidate, David Shaw, was still slightly short of an absolute majority, so the next 

bottom candidate – Danny Masterton – was excluded and the votes in his pile transferred to the 

remaining candidates according to the next preference marked. 

This transfer pushed David Shaw above 1669 votes, so he was declared the new councillor for 

Ballochmyle.  He had secured at least some backing from a clear majority of the voters in the ward. 

East Ayrshire council is unusual in that it publishes information on all the preferences expressed, not 

just those counted.  We know, for example, that 43 per cent of voters expressed only their first 

preference, while 57 per cent expressed a second.  And we know that 340 voters gave Ian Fraser 

their second preference, even though these preferences were never counted.2 

The Ballochmyle election was decided at the third round of counting.  Of the 31 by-elections so far, 

eight have been decided at the first count, meaning that one candidate secured more than half of all 

the first preferences.  None have been decided at the second count, but there have been three 

decisions at the third count, five at the fourth count, and so on.  One by-election needed nine counts 

before the winner was established.3 
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AV and the Voter 
 
AV increases the voter’s ability to express her or his preferences 

Under FPTP, voters can express just one preference.  Under the version of AV proposed for elections 

to Westminster, voters can still express just one preference if they wish, but they can also choose to 

express multiple preferences – as many as there are candidates.  As under FPTP, however, they 

cannot choose between multiple candidates from the same party, as some other systems allow. 

The question to be asked is whether voters are interested in exercising this ability.  We know that 

voters in the UK (as elsewhere) are now less likely to be attached to a single party than they used to 

be.4  This might suggest that the structure of voters’ preferences favours an ability to express more 

nuance than is possible under the current system. 

Evidence from the British Election Study supports this.  The BES conducted a mock AV election in 

May 2010.  It found that, of those respondents willing to express a first preference, well over 90 per 

cent were happy to express a second preference, over 80 per cent a third, and over 70 per cent a 

fourth.5 

Actual by-elections held using AV in Scotland yield lower numbers.  Two councils provide the data 

required to calculate the number of voters who fill in each preference.  In the six by-elections held so 

far in these areas, between 49 and 63 per cent of voters have expressed a second preference and 

between 33 and 49 per cent a third.6  This suggests that a sizeable but not overwhelming proportion 

of voters are interested in the extra opportunities that AV provides. 

AV and voters’ satisfaction with democracy 

We can also get at the question of whether voters value the extra opportunities that AV provides 

them by asking whether voters are more satisfied with their democracy under AV than other 

systems.  The fact that only one country has any substantial history of using AV means there is 

insufficient direct evidence on this to draw firm conclusions.  But a broader study by David Farrell 

and Ian McAllister finds that voters are more satisfied with democracy in countries where the 

electoral system allows them to express more choice among candidates (such as AV) rather than less 

(such as FPTP).  The effect is, however, small.7 

AV reduces but does not eliminate incentives for tactical voting 

It is often thought undesirable that the electoral system should force voters to vote tactically rather 

than expressing their true preferences.  Estimates using data from the British Election Study suggest 

that around 14 per cent of voters voted tactically in the general election of 2001,8 11 per cent in 

2005,9 and 16 per cent in 2010.10 

AV removes the reasons for tactical voting that exist under FPTP.  Under FPTP, a minor party 

supporter may choose to back a major party candidate in order not to waste his or her vote.  Under 

AV, that voter can give their first preference to their favourite candidate and then transfer it to the 

major candidate with their second preference. 
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But AV also creates the potential for new types of tactical voting.  If, for example, you are confident 

that your favourite candidate, A, will be one of the top two candidates and you think that she would 

defeat candidate B in a runoff but not candidate C, you might vote tactically for B in order to keep C 

out.  Alternatively, you might be confident that a candidate you don’t like, D, will reach the runoff 

stage and expect that D would defeat E, your favourite candidate, in that runoff but would be 

defeated by F, your second favourite.  You might then vote for F rather than E in order to increase 

F’s chances of reaching the runoff.11 

So tactical voting can exist under AV.  But the information about the local race that voters need in 

order to exercise a tactical vote is considerable.12  In fact, there is evidence that fewer than half as 

many voters vote tactically in Australia (under AV) as in the UK (under FPTP).13  

AV has no clear effects on turnout 

There are some reasons for thinking AV should increase turnout.  It allows voters to express 

themselves more fully and reduces pressure for tactical votes that some voters may be 

uncomfortable with.  Voters who dislike the idea of minority winners may find the whole electoral 

process more legitimate under AV.  And if AV reduces the number of safe seats, voters may consider 

it more worthwhile to cast a vote than under FPTP. 

There are other reasons for thinking AV should reduce turnout.  It is slightly more complex for the 

voter that FPTP.  For those voters attracted to the notion that only first preferences should count, 

AV may delegitimize the electoral process. 

Evidence on turnout from contemporary Australia is not relevant, as Australia has compulsory 

voting.  But we can look at earlier evidence from before compulsory voting was introduced.  At the 

federal level, two elections were held between the adoption of AV in 1918 and the adoption of 

compulsory voting in 1924.  Both of these elections saw turnout fall, though from a peak in 1917 

that was unusual.  Australia’s states introduced a variety of preferential voting systems at different 

times between 1909 and 1929.  Turnout subsequently rose in some states and fell in others.  Overall, 

these preferential systems (including AV) had no clear effect on turnout.14 

Further evidence comes from several Canadian provinces that used AV between the 1920s and the 

1950s.  Again, studies find no evidence that either the introduction of AV or its abolition had any 

effect on turnout.15 

AV has no clear effect on the number of spoilt ballots 

Spoilt ballots are a concern if they arise because voters are confused about how to express their 

preferences. 

Australia sees many more spoilt ballot papers than does the UK: 5.6 per cent of the total in the 2010 

election, compared to 1.0 per cent here.16  But there are several reasons for this.  First, compulsory 

voting in Australia leads some voters to spoil their ballot paper in order to express general 

disapproval.  Second, Australian voters are generally required to number all the candidates before 

their vote is valid.  Where this is not the case – in state-level elections in New South Wales and 

Queensland – the proportion of invalid votes is lower.17  Third, large numbers of non-English-

speaking migrants also make a difference.18  Thus, the Australian evidence does not tell us whether 
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the introduction of AV without compulsory ranking of all candidates in the UK would affect the 

number of spoilt ballots. 

Evidence from the Canadian provinces that formerly used AV suggests that AV in the form proposed 

for the UK might increase the number of spoilt ballots.  So long as ballots where an “X” was placed 

against one candidate were counted as valid, however, the difference was very small – certainly 

insufficient to draw any general conclusions.19   

Will voters understand how to use their preferences? 

Even if they cast a valid ballot, voters might fail to express themselves effectively if they do not 

understand how AV works.  For example, some voters might think that expressing a second 

preference will harm their favourite candidate’s chances of election.  This is wrong: lower 

preferences are not even counted so long as the first-preference candidate remains in the race.  But 

if voters think this they might deny themselves the opportunity to affect the overall result. 

In Australia, many voters in fact do not work out their own preference distribution.  Rather, they 

follow a “how to vote card” issued by their favoured party.  In recent elections, slightly over half of 

voters have reported using such cards.  On the other hand, almost half of all voters did claim to think 

through their own preference ordering.20 

Evidence from the use of the Supplementary Vote system for electing the mayors of London and a 

range of other cities suggests that some voters indeed do not understand this system and, in effect, 

“waste” their second vote on a candidate who cannot win: around 20 per cent of the voters in the 

London mayoral elections of both 2000 and 2004 cast such wasted votes.  21  Of course, some may 

have done so deliberately in order honestly to express what they feel.  But others presumably did 

not understand the system’s logic. 

It should also be pointed out, however, that, even after decades of experience, many voters do not 

understand FPTP.  Focus group research conducted by David Farrell and Michael Gallagher in 1998 

found that many participants could not explain how FPTP worked.  For example, “many seemed 

unaware that MPs could be elected with only a minority of the vote”.22 

In any case, there will be a need for intensive public education about the nature of AV if the 

referendum is passed. 
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AV and the election result at constituency level 
 
AV and majority winners 

FPTP’s opponents complain that it allows many MPs to be elected on a minority of the votes: in 

2010, only 210 out of the 650 MPs secured 50 per cent of the vote or more in their constituency.  As 

Figure 1 shows, the number of minority winners has risen enormously since 1955, when 94 per cent 

of all MPs secured an absolute majority.23  The change has occurred because votes are much more 

spread out across parties today than they were in the early post-war decades.24  AV supporters claim 

that more citizens would feel a connection to their MP if more had voted for them.  They also 

suggest that this would improve legitimacy. 

Figure 1.  The 1955 and 2010 elections compared 

 

AV would indeed increase the number of MPs elected on a majority vote.  But three provisos are 

needed.  First, some minority winners would remain.  Because the proposed version of AV does not 

require voters to rank all candidates, some will express preferences only for candidates who are 

eliminated in the early stages of the count.  It will therefore sometimes be the case that neither of 

the last two candidates in the race secures an absolute majority.  In state-level elections in New 

South Wales and Queensland – where voters are allowed to rank as many candidates as they wish – 

the proportion of constituencies with minority winners has ranged from just 1 per cent to 31 per 

cent in elections since the early 1980s.25  In the 31 Scottish local authority by-elections held using AV 

since 1997, twelve – just under 40 per cent – have produced minority winners.26 

Second, some of the votes in the majority block might be quite low preferences.  Whether such 

votes are seen as enhancing an MP’s legitimacy will depend on how widely it is accepted that they 

should matter.  This issue is discussed further below. 

Third, there is little evidence that minority winners are widely seen as illegitimate.  Few voters know 

the details of their constituency election result: fewer than half can even correctly name their MP.27  

As noted above, focus groups suggest that many voters do not even realize that minority victories 

are possible.28  This suggests that whether their MP secured an absolute majority or not is unlikely to 

make much difference to many voters. 
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The claim that AV gives some voters extra votes is a fallacy 

Many supporters of FPTP have argued that AV gives some voters extra votes.  This is wrong.  Under 

AV, each voter’s vote has exactly the same value. 

In the first round of counting, everyone’s first preference is counted as one vote.  In the second 

round, if your favourite candidate is still in the race, your first preference still counts for one vote.  If 

your favourite candidate was eliminated, your first preference now counts for zero but your second 

preference counts for one vote.  From each ballot paper, only one vote is being counted.  This 

remains true at each stage of the counting process.  Box 2 on the following page gives an example of 

how this works in practice. 

The weighting of higher and lower preferences 

A second concern (often muddled with the first, but actually quite different) is that AV gives higher 

and lower preferences equal weight: it treats a sixth preference as one vote just as it does a first 

preference. 

This is true in a sense: when a sixth preference is counted, it is given the same weight as a first 

preference.  In the example on the following page, the second preferences of voters who originally 

favoured Taylor are given the same weight as the first preferences of the supporters of Jones and 

McDonald.  In another sense, however, it is not true: AV gives extra weight to higher preferences by 

counting them first.  A candidate may be the second choice of most voters, but if he does not 

capture a decent share of first preferences, he will be eliminated from the race before this broad 

support can be tapped. 

So how should preferences be weighted?  One view is that our first preference captures something 

special – our core belief – and should therefore carry special weight.  Another view is that we cannot 

make such presumptions about the structure of people’s preferences.  Some voters might want 

someone from the right instead of someone from the left, but not be so concerned about which 

right-wing candidate they get.  Some voters find it very difficult to decide their first preference but 

are very clear about some of the candidates they don’t want. 

There is therefore no clear basis for discounting lower preferences completely.  But there is 

legitimate debate over whether AV (or any electoral system) gets the balance right. 

AV, in an important sense, is more likely than FPTP to elect the candidate with broadest support 

Under FPTP, how well a candidate does depends partly on how popular he or she is and partly on 

how many other similar candidates are running in the constituency.  In a constituency with one left-

wing candidate and three right-wing candidates, the left-wing candidate could win even if right-wing 

voters are in the majority because the right-wing vote splits. 

AV is designed to prevent such outcomes.  It allows the right-wing voters to coalesce around the 

most popular right-wing candidate and secure the seat.  Thus, in such scenarios, provided we are 

happy to treat lower preferences as meaningful, AV is more likely than FPTP to elect the candidate 

with broadest support. 
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Box 2.  How votes count under AV 

Imagine an election with four candidates.  1000 valid votes are cast, so a candidate needs 501 votes 

to win.  The first preferences for each candidate are as follows: 

 

No one has passed the 50 per cent mark, so the bottom candidate (Taylor) is eliminated.  The first-

preference votes for Jones, McDonald, and Smith all still count as one vote each.  The votes cast for 

Taylor also still count as one vote each, but now they count for the candidate that these voters 

ranked second, not for Taylor. 

 

Still no one has gained an absolute majority.  Now Smith is eliminated.  Again, everyone’s vote 

counts as one vote, for whichever of the remaining two candidates is ranked higher by the voter.  

Jones is preferred by more voters than McDonald and is therefore elected by 540 votes to 460. 
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The number of occasions on which AV produces a different result at constituency level from FPTP is, 

however, likely to be low.  The British Election Study team estimate that AV would have produced a 

different result in the 2010 election in 43 seats – fewer than 7 per cent of the total.29  Similarly, in 

Australia, the number of seats in which the ultimate winner has not led on first preferences has been 

between 5 and 7 per cent in each of the last three elections.30 

Non-monotonicity is devilish but not very important 

An electoral system is non-monotonic if a candidate’s chances of election can be harmed by their 

winning more votes.  FPTP does not have this feature, but AV can.  Say that candidate A could win a 

runoff against B but not against C.  A transfer of votes from B to A could eliminate B from the race, 

allowing C to win. 

Non-monotonic outcomes are undesirable, but research employing mathematical models suggests 

they should occur very rarely.  One estimate is that such an outcome would occur in a UK 

constituency less than once a century.31  They are not therefore a major concern. 
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AV and the election result at national level 
 
Simulations of election results under AV 

Surveys that ask respondents to indicate second and sometimes lower preferences can be used to 

simulate what the result of an election would have been had AV been used.  Such simulations have 

limitations, as discussed below.  But they do give a useful rough guide. 

The table below compares actual election results since 1983 with the simulated results under AV 

produced by Prof. John Curtice (1983–2005) and the British Election Study (2010).32 

Table 1.  Simulated AV election results compared to actual results, 1983–2010 

 1983  1987  1992 
 Actual 

seats 
won 

Seats 
under 

AV 

Change  Actual 
seats 
won 

Seats 
under 

AV 

Change  Actual 
seats 
won 

Seats 
under 

AV 

Change 

Con 397 391 -6  375 381 +6  336 328 -8 
Lab 209 190 -19  229 202 -27  271 268 -3 
Lib Dem 23 48 +25  22 44 +22  20 31 +11 
Others 21 21 0  24 24 0  24 24 0 
Majority 144 132 -12  100 112 +12  21 5 -16 

 

 1997  2001  2005 
 Actual 

seats 
won 

Seats 
under 

AV 

Change  Actual 
seats 
won 

Seats 
under 

AV 

Change  Actual 
seats 
won 

Seats 
under 

AV 

Change 

Con 165 70 -95  166 140 -26  198 171 -27 
Lab 418 445 +27  412 423 +11  355 377 +22 
Lib Dem 46 115 +69  52 68 +16  62 68 +6 
Others 30 30 0  29 29 0  31 31 0 
Majority 177 231 +54  165 187 +22  64 108 +44 

 

 2010 
 Actual 

seats 
won 

Seats 
under 

AV 

Change 

Con 306 284 -22 
Lab 258 248 -10 
Lib Dem 57 89 +32 
Others 29 29 0 
Majority - - - 

 

These simulations imply the following: 

 AV always boosts the Liberal Democrats: as a centrist party, they pick up many second 

preferences.  It sometimes also boosts a landslide winner (a party winning many first 

preferences is likely to gain lower preferences too). 
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 Overall, however, AV does not increase proportionality compared to FPTP.  It does not 

generally help small parties win seats.  It can exaggerate the over-representation of the 

largest party.  Like FPTP, it can produce biased election results, where two parties with the 

same vote shares secure very different numbers of seats.33   

 It is thus possible, under AV as under FPTP, for one party to win most votes while another 

wins most seats.  This happened under FPTP in the UK in 1951 and February 1974.  It has 

happened under AV in the Australian federal elections of 1954, 1961, and 1969, as well as in 

a number of state elections.34 

 Contrary to some claims, AV would not lead to permanent hung parliaments and coalition 

governments.  Of the last seven elections, only the most recent would have delivered a hung 

parliament – just as under FPTP.  By boosting the Liberal Democrats, however, AV does 

increase the likelihood of hung parliaments a little.  Some simulations suggest a hung 

parliament in the close election of 1992.35 

 AV tends to exaggerate landslides.  This is because of the boost it can give to a party with a 

large national lead.  The clearest case of this is the large projected increase in Labour’s 

majority in 1997.  But AV would not, according to these simulations, have boosted the 

Conservatives’ majority in 1983. 

Would AV induce more fundamental change in the party system? 

Simulations such as those above need to assume that the party system will remain basically the 

same.  But it is possible that, under AV, voters would think about the parties differently and that the 

overall menu of parties would change.  There is a logic, long recognized among political scientists, 

according to which an electoral system such as AV should be expected to produce two-bloc politics, 

or “bipolar multipartism”: a system with many parties in which those parties line up into two fairly 

stable blocs.36  Multiple parties on the right or on the left would be able to compete among 

themselves without letting their opponents in on a minority vote, so they would face little pressure 

to coalesce. 

We can see something of this in Australia, where the Liberal and National parties form a stable 

coalition on the right.  But the Australian party system has not fragmented under AV as some 

predicted: using a standard measure of fragmentation, Figure 2 shows that Australia and the UK are 

actually very similar in this respect.37  It appears that there are still strong pressures for parties to 

remain unified under AV, as under FPTP. 

Figure 2.  Party system fragmentation in Australia and the UK 
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Still, there is a question over the future of the Liberal Democrats in the UK.  The simulations assume 

they will stick together and benefit from AV.  But AV would put pressure on the Liberal Democrats as 

a party to state to whom they would like their supporters to give their second preferences: 

Australian experience suggests that parties generally gain from issuing such guidance.38 In current 

circumstances, that might increase the likelihood of a split in the party between left and right.  On 

the other hand, the Australian Democrats achieved success for some years without issuing guidance, 

hoping thereby to attract support from both left as well as right.39  The Liberal Democrats in the UK 

might be able to maintain the same strategy. 

AV’s effects on small and fringe parties 

AV has three effects on the significance of fringe parties.  First, it makes it easier for them to win 

votes: a vote cast for a small party need no longer be “wasted”, as the voter can support one of the 

main parties with their second preference. 

Second, AV makes it harder for fringe parties to win seats: parties adopting positions far from the 

centre ground are unlikely to pick up many second preferences.  The fate of Australia’s Pauline 

Hanson is instructive here: she would have won a seat in the 1998 election under FPTP, but AV 

thwarted her, as she picked up very few lower preferences from mainstream voters. 

Third, AV gives small parties bargaining power over large parties.  In many seats, the leading 

candidates will need the second preferences of small-party supporters if they are to secure victory.  

The small parties are likely to seek policy concessions before agreeing to ask their supporters to 

transfer their votes to a particular party or candidate.  In Australia, this mechanism has given such 

parties as the Democratic Labor Party, the Australian Democrats, and the Green Party significant 

influence, even when they have failed to win any seats.40 

On the other hand, Australia’s experience also suggests that such bargaining is of little benefit to 

extreme parties, because the mainstream parties refuse to deal with them.  This helps explain the 

failure of Pauline Hanson’s One Nation party in 1998, as the example in Box 3 on the following page 

shows.41  When some politicians gave in to the temptation in the Queensland state election of 2001, 

they appear to have been punished by voters for doing so.42 

Overall, Professor Ben Reilly concludes that AV in Australia “has pushed the political system away 

from extremes and towards the ‘moderate middle’”.43 

The effects of hung parliaments and coalition or minority governments 

We have seen that AV would tend slightly to increase the likelihood of hung parliaments.  This is not 

a radical change: fragmentation of the vote means that hung parliaments have become increasingly 

likely under FPTP too in recent years.44  Nevertheless, it is important to consider what the effects of 

more hung parliaments would be. 

In fact, hung parliaments can be praised or criticized on many grounds: there is no consensus.  There 

is strong evidence for the following points: 

 coalition or minority governments are less stable than single-party majority governments;45
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Box 3.  Crows Nest, Queensland, 1998 

by Antony Green 

Queensland politics was shaken in 1998 by the rise of a new political force, Pauline Hanson's One 

Nation.  With its anti-Asian and anti-Indigenous rights rhetoric, One Nation attracted 22.7% of the 

first preference vote across the state, electing eleven members to the Queensland state parliament. 

One Nation polled strongly in the rural heartland of the governing National Party. One of those seats 

was Crows Nest, previously the National Party's safest seat.  Had the election been conducted under 

FPTP, One Nation’s David Cockburn would have defeated sitting National MP Russell Cooper. 

However, under AV, Cockburn needed more than a simple plurality of votes.  The count of first 

preferences was as follows. 

Candidate Party Transfers Votes % 

Fiona BUCKNALL Labor Party 
 

3,908 16.5 

David COCKBURN One Nation 
 

9,342 39.5 

Russell COOPER (MP) National Party 
 

9,060 38.3 

Brenda MOLONEY Reform Party 
 

635 2.7 

John LANGFORD Green 
 

704 3.0 

Formal Votes 
  

23,649 
 

As no candidate had achieved a majority of the vote, Moloney (Reform Party) was excluded and her 

ballot papers examined for second preferences.   Still no one had a majority, so Langford (Greens) 

was excluded.  Only three candidates now remained.  Cockburn still led, but lacked a majority, so 

Bucknall (Labor) was now excluded.  

Labor had actively campaigned to prevent One Nation winning seats.  Though the National Party was 

Labor's traditional political opponent, Labor recommended preferences to the National candidate. 

Around 40% of the Labor candidate Fiona Bucknall's ballot papers had no further preferences and 

exhausted, but of those with preferences, 63% gave their next preference to Cooper. This allowed 

Cooper to overturn his deficits at previous counts and win with a majority of 377 votes. 

Candidate Party Votes after 3rd count Transfers Votes % 

Fiona BUCKNALL Labor Party 4,287 -4287 0 
 David COCKBURN One Nation 9,613 +950 10,563 49.1 

Russell COOPER (MP) National Party 9,329 +1611 10,940 50.9 

Votes still in count 
 

 

 
21,503 

 Exhausted prefs 
 

 +1726 2,146 
 

Though One Nation’s candidate had a plurality of the first preference vote, the majority view 

amongst voters opposed her election. The AV count revealed majority support for the National 

candidate against the One Nation candidate. 

It should be noted that in this example, 9.1% of ballot papers were exhausted before making a final 

choice between the One Nation and National Party candidates. While Cooper achieved a majority of 

the votes remaining in the count, he therefore won only 46.3% of the total valid vote.  
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 government spending tends to be higher with coalition than with single-party governments; 

budget deficits tend also to be higher with coalitions;46 

 there are rich countries that routinely have coalition governments as well as rich countries 

that generally have single-party-majority governments: doom-mongering is not justified;47 

 coalition governments encourage more consensual decision-making;48 

 the connection between the votes cast and the composition of government is generally 

clearer when one party has a majority;49 

 hung parliaments rarely give excessive power to small parties: the oft-cited example of the 

German FDP is unusual.50 

The effects of exaggerated landslides 

While there are good reasons for thinking comfortable single-party majorities desirable, it is 

generally thought that large landslides can weaken the opposition and allow the government to 

ignore broader opinion.  We are not, however, aware of any studies that have tried to assess this 

belief against solid evidence. 

The effects of bipolar multipartism 

If a two-bloc system of bipolar multipartism emerged in the UK, it might involve a left-wing bloc 

consisting mainly of Labour and some Liberal Democrats and a right-wing bloc comprising the 

Conservatives, the remaining Liberal Democrats, and perhaps UKIP.  Such a system would generally 

lead to coalition governments.  But the coalition options and their agreed programmes would be 

clear before each election and such coalitions would be almost as stable as single-party 

governments.  The clearest example of such a coalition – the Liberal–National coalition in Australia – 

has broken down only rarely and briefly since the 1920s. 

Special note should be made of the possible effects of AV in Northern Ireland.  Under FPTP, both 

unionists and nationalists face the danger that, by competing among themselves, they may lose 

seats to the other side, even in areas where they are in the majority.  AV would largely remove that 

danger. 

AV and the representation of women and minorities 

FPTP leads to underrepresentation of women and of minorities that are not geographically 

concentrated.  It is still the case today that only 22 per cent of Westminster MPs are women while 4 

per cent are from minorities.51  The crucial factor determining representation for women and 

dispersed minorities is the number of MPs elected in each constituency.  Where only one MP is 

elected, selection committees and voters will seek out the candidate they think strongest.  So long as 

there remain even subconscious biases about who makes the best MP, white men will be 

overrepresented.  Where several people are elected per constituency, by contrast, parties and 

voters are likely to seek more balance.52 

AV retains the single-member constituencies of FPTP.  It should not therefore be expected to 

alleviate underrepresentation of women and minorities.  We can see this from the Australian House 

of Representatives, where the proportion of members who are women is 25 per cent – little 

different from the figure in the UK.53  
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AV and the character of politics 
 
AV would not eliminate safe seats but would somewhat reduce their number  

A safe seat is one that a party is very unlikely to lose over successive elections.  The claim made by 

some AV supporters that AV would eliminate safe seats is wrong.  Seats where one party regularly 

scores over 50 per cent of the vote will probably remain safe, given current patterns of party 

support.  Even some seats where the winning candidate does not always secure more than half the 

votes under FPTP will be safe because there is a clear majority for the left or the right. 

AV would make some seats that are currently fairly safe less safe.  In recent elections, this would 

have been most likely in Conservative-held seats where both Labour and the Liberal Democrats won 

substantial votes. 

But AV would also make some seats safer.  This is clearest for many Lib Dem seats: the Lib Dems’ 

hold would likely be strengthened by lower preferences.  In recent elections it would also have 

applied to some Labour-held seats where the Conservatives came second and the Liberal Democrats 

were a strong third.54 

AV’s tendency to exaggerate landslides means that, overall, it would somewhat reduce the number 

of safe seats: for example, Labour would have picked up even more Conservative seats in 1997.  But 

the change should not be exaggerated: the structure of competition in most constituencies is 

unlikely to change radically. 

Are MPs in safe seats more likely to misbehave? 

Evidence from international comparisons suggests that one form of corruption – exploiting public 

office for private gain – becomes more common when MPs feel safer in their seats.  But another 

form of corruption – buying votes – is more likely where MPs have to fight hard to keep their jobs.55  

This implies that action designed to tackle the first form of corruption (into which the worst excesses 

of the expenses scandal fell) might just encourage the second form. 

Furthermore, there is very little evidence that MPs were more likely to be implicated in the 2009 

scandal over expenses if they occupied safer seats.  Early analysis conducted by a Lib Dem blogger 

did find a correlation and received much media attention.56  But later analyses based on the sums 

that MPs were actually required to repay by Sir Thomas Legg have found no clear correlation with 

the safety of the MPs’ seats.57  Figure 3 shows the average repayment required for MPs with 

majorities in the 2005 election of different sizes.  While MPs with the safest seats did have higher 

repayments than those with the most marginal seats, there is no clear pattern across the categories. 

Would MPs have to “work harder for us” under AV? 

The pro-AV campaign claims that it would make MPs “work harder for us” because it would require 

them to seek support from at least 50 per cent of voters in their constituency.  Evidence from the UK 

and elsewhere suggests that MPs in marginal seats do focus on servicing their constituency more 

than those in safe seats.58  Insofar as AV reduces the number of safe seats, it could therefore be 

expected to increase MPs’ constituency focus. 
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Figure 3.  Average expenses repayment per MP, by size of majority 

 

It can be asked, however, whether this is a good thing.  Westminster MPs already devote a great 

deal of their time to constituency activities.59  This reduces the time they can spend scrutinizing 

government at the national level.  A recurring theme in current reform debates in Ireland is that 

politicians there have been too focused on local matters and failed to notice the policy mistakes that 

led to the banking crisis.  Whether we should want MPs to “work harder for us” at the constituency 

level is therefore a matter for debate. 

AV would reduce the tribalism of party political battle only at the margins 

In debates about electoral systems around the world, AV has been backed by some political 

scientists as the best system for overcoming ethnic or other tensions: they argue that AV can force 

politicians to broaden their appeal to voters outside their own group.60  That is why it was 

introduced in Fiji and Papua New Guinea. 

In the UK, AV will increase some MPs’ incentive to appeal to supporters of some other parties.  But 

there is no reason to expect a sudden move towards civility in relations between the two main 

parties.  This expectation fits the pattern observed in Australia.  On the one hand, as Ben Reilly 

observes, “Allowing voters to indicate a range and gradation of preferences between parties and 

candidates, rather than a single ‘one-shot’ choice, creates incentives for political actors to reach out 

for secondary preference votes and thus to bargain, cooperate and compromise in search of 

electoral victory.”61  On the other hand, each of the two main parties generally urges its supporters 

to rank the candidate of the other main party last: there is no love lost between them.62   

Thus, the main political battle remains just as intense and hostile as under FPTP: political discourse 

in Australia is at least as combative as it is here.  A recent exchange in the Australian parliament over 

climate change policy between opposition leader Tony Abbott and prime minister Julia Gillard will 

serve as an example.  Gillard, said Abbott, “has almost no familiarity with the truth”.  He likened her 

to Richard Nixon, who was said to have lied whenever he opened his mouth.  He called her 

“delusional” and “in full Napoleon mode”.  Gillard responded that Abbott was a “bitter, hollow man” 

displaying “puffed-up arrogance” with whom Australians were increasingly “disgusted” and 

“revolted”.63 
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The cost of AV 
 
AV would not require the use of expensive voting machines 

There is no truth in the claim that AV would require the introduction of electronic voting machines.  

Elections held under AV (and, indeed, under the more demanding STV system) in Australia, Ireland, 

and Scotland are all in general conducted using traditional paper ballots. 

Electronic counting of votes was introduced in Scotland in 2007 for local elections, which use the 

more complex STV electoral system.  There is no reason to think electronic counting would be 

necessary for elections held under AV. 

The cost of AV 

The No2AV campaign estimates the cost of AV as “up to £247 million”.  This includes the cost of the 

referendum itself, which, of course, is incurred whether there is a “yes” vote or not.  Removing this 

reduces the claimed figure to £156 million.  The remainder comprises up to £130 million for the 

purchase of electronic voting machines (which would not be necessary) and £26 million for voter 

education. 

It is reasonable to expect two principal costs from the introduction of AV.  First, at least for a 

transitional period, a campaign to educate voters in how to vote under AV would be highly desirable.  

Second, counting votes under AV would take longer than under FPTP.  We are not aware of any 

independent estimates of what these costs would be. 

However, even if we suppose (unrealistically) that the current cost of running an election (up to £90 

million) would be doubled by the introduction of AV, that implies an annual cost across a five-year 

electoral cycle of only around 30 pence per person.  Clearly, this is a very small sum. 

 

 

  



21 
 

AV and the future of electoral system change 
 
Most campaigners for electoral reform think AV is, in Nick Clegg’s famous words, a “miserable little 

compromise”.  They support it because they believe it will ease the path towards further reform 

later on.  Many of those campaigning against change agree that AV would not represent a radical 

change, but worry that it would be a step towards a proportional system in the future. 

There is no definite research on how a “yes” or a “no” vote in this referendum would affect the 

future politics of electoral reform.  But the following points can inform debate on the subject. 

Referendum dynamics 

A “no” vote in a referendum is always followed by what Professor Lawrence LeDuc calls a “battle for 

interpretation”.  Those who support the status quo argue that the people have spoken and that the 

issue should be left alone.  Supporters of change, by contrast, argue that the referendum has not 

decided the issue: they might say, for example, that voters were offered the wrong reform option or 

that a better information campaign should have been launched.64 

This will happen in the event of a “no” vote in the UK too.  Supporters of FPTP will say that the 

people have decided in favour of the status quo.  Supporters of change will argue that AV was the 

wrong reform and that a more substantial change should be offered.65 

The question is, who will win this battle?  Given that the issue of electoral reform has not caught the 

public imagination and that few voters understand the intricacies of electoral systems, it is likely to 

be difficult for reform supporters to convince many that another reform should now be considered.  

Such was the experience of reform supporters after recent referendums in three Canadian 

provinces: the battle of interpretation was decisively won by the supporters of the status quo. 

Electoral reform dynamics 

It is clear that changing the electoral system is easier where change has already recently happened: 

the idea of reform is no longer so radical; more people are familiar with the reform options; there 

are fewer interests vested in the status quo.  Four established democracies – France, Italy, Japan, 

and New Zealand – have introduced major reforms to their national electoral systems in the last 

thirty years.  Two of these – France and Italy have subsequently instituted further major reforms, 

while Japan passed a further smaller reform, and New Zealand will hold a referendum creating the 

possibility of another major reform later this year.66 

The impact of AV 

As we have seen, AV in the UK might well boost the Liberal Democrats’ seat share and therefore 

their chances of holding the balance of power in the future.  This would give them the bargaining 

position from which to push for further reform.  On the other hand, if AV leads to bipolar 

multipartism, it could strengthen two-bloc politics and thereby reduce pressure for greater 

proportionality. 
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