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Single Transferable Vote

The only proportional system that doesn’t employ a party list is the single transferable vote 
(STV). STV is a preferential voting system used in multimember districts where voters rank 
order the candidates. Candidates must obtain a particular quota, often the Droop quota, to win 
a seat. Votes go initially to each voter’s most preferred candidate. If an insufficient number of 
candidates obtain the quota to fill all the district seats, the candidate with the lowest number of 
first-choice votes is eliminated. The votes from the eliminated candidate, as well as any surplus 
votes from candidates that are already elected, are then reallocated to the remaining candidates 
according to the designated second preferences. This process continues until enough candidates 
meet the quota to fill all the district seats. If you think the STV system sounds familiar, you’d 
be right: It’s essentially the same as the alternative vote but applied in multimember districts.

STV is quite a complicated electoral system, so an example of how it works might help. 
Our specific example illustrates how STV works when a Droop quota is used with the Clarke 
method for reallocating surplus votes.9 This is the STV system employed to elect the Australian 
Senate. Imagine there are five candidates—Bruce, Shane, Sheila, Glen, and Ella—competing 
in a three-seat district containing twenty voters. Table 12.9 illustrates how the twenty voters 
marked their preferences on their ballots. The voters are distinguished into “types” based on 
the different ways they chose to order the candidates. We’ve labeled the four people who placed 
Bruce first and Shane second as “A” voters. We’ve labeled the two people who placed Shane first 
and Bruce second as “B” voters. The six people who placed Sheila first, Glen second, and Ella 
third are labeled as “C” voters. And so on. One thing to note is that not everybody provided a 
complete preference ordering of all the candidates. For example, two people (the one labeled 
an “E” voter and the one labeled an “F” voter) marked only their first preferences.10 The Droop 
quota in our three-seat district with twenty voters is calculated as [20 / (3 + 1)] + 1 = 6. In other 
words, each candidate must win six votes to be elected. We can now begin examining how votes 
are translated into seats in an STV system. The whole process is outlined in Table 12.10.

The first thing to do is to see if any candidates obtained a Droop quota in the first-choice 
votes. If they did, they’re automatically elected. Because Sheila has twelve first-choice votes, 
she’s elected in the first round. Next, it’s necessary to reallocate any surplus votes from already 

9 There are many ways of reallocating surplus votes (Tideman and Richardson 2000, 248–258).

10 In the actual elections to the Australian Senate, individuals must rank order all the candidates if they want their vote to 
count.

VOTING 

ROUND AAAA BB CCCCCCCC DDDD E F

1ST BRUCE SHANE SHEILA SHEILA GLEN ELLA

2ND SHANE BRUCE GLEN ELLA

3RD ELLA GLEN

Note: Each letter represents a ballot, and each letter set reflects a particular rank ordering of the candidates.

TABLE 12.9 ■    Results from Twenty Ballots in an STV Election
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