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In the aftermath of several lopsided electoral results, various reforms to Canada’s
electoral system have been proposed. Most suffer the serious disadvantage that
voters likely would not understand how their votes had been counted. By contrast,
run-off elections are straightforward. Simulations show that they would not alter
electoral outcomes dramatically, but they would, at least and at reasonable cost,
guarantee that whoever was elected had received more than half the votes cast. 

Différentes propositions de réforme du système électoral canadien ont été mises de
l’avant par suite d’une série de résultats électoraux disproportionnés. La plupart de
ces réformes présentent toutefois un sérieux inconvénient lié au fait que peu
d’électeurs comprendraient comment leur vote a été compté. En revanche, le scrutin
de ballottage est direct et simple à comprendre. Et des simulations montrent qu’il
garantirait au moins que tout élu ait obtenu plus de la moitié des suffrages
exprimés, et ce à peu de frais et sans modifier notablement les résultats électoraux. 

RUN-OFF ELECTIONS 
REVISITED

J. A. A. Lovink

I n April 1998, Policy Options carried an article in which I
argued that Canada’s electoral system could be greatly
improved by the addition of run-off elections, to ensure

that Parliament would only consist of MPs who had actual-
ly won a majority of the vote. If adopted as proposed, run-
off elections would be held about one week after the first
election in all constituencies where no candidate had
received a majority of the vote, between the two candidates
with the most votes in the first ballot. This article briefly
revisits that argument in light of the results of the federal
general election in 2000. 

The extent to which MPs are elected with a minority of
the vote under the present electoral system can be gauged
from the results of the federal general elections in 1997 and
2000. In 1997, only 34.5 per cent of the newly elected MPs
had a majority of the vote; 50.2 per cent got between 40 and
50 per cent; and 15.3 per cent received less than 40 per cent.
In 2000, the comparable distribution was 51.5 per cent, 40.5
per cent and 8.0 per cent; i.e., in nearly half of the federal
constituencies, most voters did not support their present MP.

Although these outcomes do not fit comfortably in a
system in which majority-rule is the norm, proposals to

change the electoral system have had little success. That is
probably attributable, at least in part, to concerns about the
consequences of proposed reforms, which are often difficult
to predict and potentially far-reaching. Those concerns
could apply to run-off elections as well, because of their
uncertain implications for voter preferences, party strategies
and coalition-building. But the risks seem far less than
under more radical reforms.

T o assess the risks of run-off elections in a limited way,
my 1998 proposal presented the results of a “what-if”

analysis, aimed at estimating how the addition of run-off
elections might have affected the results of the1997 federal
general election. The same analysis has now been done for
the federal general election of 2000.

For both elections, the analysis assumed that: (a) run-
off elections would have been held in all of the constituen-
cies where the first ballot had given none of the candidates
a majority of the vote; (b) all candidates with more than 40
per cent of the vote in the first ballot and more than a 10
percentage-point lead over his/her nearest competitor
would have ended up with a majority in the run-off elec-
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resulting propensity for minority—or coalition—
government, with the associated dispersion of
political power and enhancement in the influ-
ence and veto-capacity of well-organized single-
interest groups.

As is implied by these objections to other
suggested electoral reforms, the criteria for evalu-
ating electoral systems should not be limited to
their fairness and accuracy in translating votes
into seats. Equally important are the implications
of alternative electoral systems for the trans-
parency of the process, the nature of the connec-
tion between voters and legislators, the govern-
ment’s ability to make decisions and the clarity of
political accountability.

From that broader perspective, the best rem-
edy for the main weakness of the present elec-
toral system would be to add run-off elections.
Apart from their main benefit—ensuring that
everyone in Parliament had won a majority—
they would also make it more likely that gov-
ernments with a majority of the seats would
have won a majority of the national vote as
well.
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in the federal public service. He is now a writer and
management consultant.

tion; and (c) half (randomly selected) of all the
other candidates with a plurality in the first bal-
lot would have won a majority in the run-off
election, while the other half would have been
defeated by the runner-up candidate in the first
ballot.

In that highly simplified though reasonably
credible scenario, run-off elections would have
changed the outcome of both elections in only
minor ways. The resulting distribution of power
would have been about the same, and only 38
and 36 constituencies would have ended up with
a different MP, in 1997 and 2000 respectively (see
Table 1).

R un-off elections represent only one of many
suggested remedies for the drawbacks of the

present electoral system. Unfortunately, the
advocates of other electoral reforms tend to be
unduly single-minded in their pursuit of an
ultra-precise recording of popular voting prefer-
ences, and not to worry too much about the
resulting increase in the complexity of the vot-
ing process, and/or the reduced understandabili-
ty/transparency of the results (which would then
tend to emerge from a black box, following cal-
culations that are hard to explain publicly);
and/or the loss of a direct, personal connection
between MPs and their constituents; and/or a

1997 Election

Party Actual seats Seat gains Seat losses New seat total

Liberal 155 16 14 157
Reform 60 10 5 65
BQ 44 2 8 38
NDP 21 3 8 16
PC 20 7 3 24
Other 1 - - 1
TOTAL 301 38 38 301

2000 Election

Party Actual seats Seat gains Seat losses New seat total

Liberal 172 13 19 166
CA 66 10 5 71
BQ 38 6 6 38
NDP 13 4 5 12
PC 12 3 1 14
TOTAL 301 36 36 301

Table 1
Hypothetical changes in the results of two federal general elections, following run-off
elections




