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Single Transferable Voting 

Introduction 

Eliminating ballots are straightforward when the outcome is the election of just one 

candidate.  The candidates are ranked in order of preference by each voter and then the first 

preferences are totalled.  If someone gets more than 50 per cent of the first preference votes, 

then they are elected. If nobody gets more than 50 per cent of the first preference vote, those 

with the fewest first preferences drop out and their second preferences are distributed to the 

remaining candidates. This process is repeated until one candidate has more than 50 per cent 

of the votes.  This is referred to as Alternative Vote (AV) or Instant Run-Off.  

Unfortunately this method does not work if you need to elect more than one candidate.  It is 

possible to be in a situation where a candidate who has the fewest number of first 

preferences is eliminated, but has 100 per cent of second preferences from all other 

candidates.  The outcome, which results in the elimination of that candidate, is unlikely to be 

the intention of the electorate. 

So, in such circumstances, a quota system is used which elects people as soon as they reach 

the quota.  Any votes a candidate doesn’t need to reach the quota are also redistributed.  Just 

as the quota for a single-member AV election is > 50%, in a multi-member election a 

comparable quota is worked out based on the total number of candidates to be elected. 

This system is known as Single Transferable Vote (STV), is well established and follows the 

rules set out by the Electoral Reform Society (3rd edition 1997) 

STV overview 

The ballot paper lists the names of the candidates.  As with many voting methods, STV is 

preferential in that voters vote by putting a ‘1’ next to the name of their favoured candidate, a 

‘2’ next to the name of their next favoured candidate and so on.  They stop allocating 

preferences when they cannot decide between the candidates – they do not need to list 

preferences for all candidates. 

Spoilt Ballot Papers 

Any ballot with duplicated preferences will not invalidate the whole ballot paper. Preferences 

from the duplication onwards will, however not count.  For example, a ballot with preferences 

1 – 3 marked correctly will be counted up until the 3rd preference.  However if the 4th 

preference is marked more than once then anything after this point will be invalidated. 

Blank papers and duplicated 1st preferences will be invalidated entirely.  

 

mailto:legal_queries@labour.org.uk


 Last updated: 20 October 2020 2 

Count  

Unlike voting methods that are used for voting for single positions, such as AV/Instant-Run 

Off, STV ensures that voter preferences are transferred fairly with the count.  First of all, the 

number of valid ballot papers is calculated, so that the number of votes a candidate needs in 

order to be elected (the ‘quota’) can be determined.  The quota is calculated by dividing the 

total number of valid ballot papers by the number of people to be elected plus one.  For 

example, with 100 valid ballot papers and 3 places to be filled, the quota would be 25. 

  

( 
total valid poll 

)   

seats +1  

 

At each stage where votes are transferred, due to a surplus or elimination, the quota will be 

recalculated to reflect the remaining valid votes.  So, if a ballot paper had no more 

preferences to transfer (for example only a 1st preference was listed) the number of valid 

papers would be reduced and the quota re-calculated.   

After the initial quota is determined, the ballot papers are sorted according to the first 

preferences – the ‘1’s.  If any candidate has more first preference votes than the quota, they 

are immediately elected. 

The next stage is to transfer any surplus votes for these elected candidates, i.e. the difference 

between their vote and the quota needed to be elected.  To avoid the problem of deciding 

which of the original surplus votes are transferable- all ballot papers are transferred but at a 

reduced value so that the total adds up to the number of surplus votes.  This is calculated by 

dividing the number of surplus votes by the number of transferable votes.  Any ballot paper 

that is not transferable should be discarded and not counted in the calculation. 

For example, if someone is elected with 40 votes and the quota was 30, the number of surplus 

votes would be 10.  However, of the 40 votes cast for the candidate, only 30 of them contain a 

2nd preference and are therefore transferable.  To work out the value of the transferable votes 

you need to divide the surplus total by the number of the transferable votes.  In this example, 

it would be 10 (the surplus total) divided by 30 (number of transferable votes).  Numbers must 

always be rounded to 2 decimal places.  

However, if the total transferable ballot papers is less than the surplus, then the votes are 

transferred at their current value.  

   ( 
total surplus number 

)   

total transferable ballot papers  
 

The value of each votes that will be transferred in this instance is 0.33.   
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Each 2nd preference is now distributed amongst the other candidates.  If more than one 

person passes the quota in in the first round and the surplus does not exceed the difference 

between the votes of the two candidates with the fewest votes, then the person with the 

highest number of first preferences will have their surplus distributed with any other 

candidate having theirs reserved until a later round.  

This is the end of the first round. 

One the surpluses have been transferred, we look to see whether all the places to be elected 

have been filled.  If they have not, the candidate with the fewest votes is eliminated and his or 

her votes are transferred to the voters’ second preferences. 

This process of transferring surpluses and eliminating candidates continues until enough 

candidates have reached the quota to fill all the places to be elected. 

Once votes have been assigned a value at which are transferred as shown above, they retain 

that value if they are transferred again. 

Gender Balance 

When there is a minimum number of women required to be elected, then as the count 

progresses, the reserved positions are safeguarded until the required number of women have 

been elected.  For example: 

There is an election with a gender requirement of at least 2 women in a contest for 4 

positions in total.  After 2 rounds of voting, 2 men are elected.  The remaining men are now 

eliminated from the contest and their votes are transferred to the remaining women 

candidates accordingly.  



 

   

Flow Chart of STV election 
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The following is the process used to count a 

ballot using the Single Transferable Vote 

method. 
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