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Thank you for the opportunity to testify today. I am Susan Lerner, Executive Director of Common 
Cause/NY and Board Chair of Rank the Vote NYC.  Common Cause is a nonpartisan, nonprofit 
organization founded to serve as a vehicle for citizens to make their voices heard in the political 
process.  We fight to strengthen public participation and faith in our institutions of self-
government and lead the grassroots component of the nationwide Election Protection effort. 
Common Cause/NY is among the largest and most active state chapters. In 2019, we advocated to 
place the question of whether to bring Ranked Choice Voting to New York City before the voters 
and helped to successfully pass it.  Rank the Vote NYC was founded in 2019 to bring Ranked 
Choice Voting to New York City.  We have since shifted to educating voters, candidates & 
campaigns and community groups about RCV.  Our massive citywide voter education campaign 
prepared New York City voters, in thirteen languages, for Ranked Choice Voting by partnering with 
700+ organizations reaching over a million New Yorkers. 
 
Last year, New York City voters successfully used Ranked Choice Voting, selecting their top 5 
candidates in order of preference. RCV delivered on its promise to elect more women and BIPOC 
lawmakers. By eliminating vote splitting and incentivizing positive, substance-based campaigns, 
ranked choice voting helped drive the first majority female City Council, 83% of whom are women 
of color. New Yorkers, who 74% voted in favor of ranked choice voting in 2019, also reported an 
overwhelmingly positive experience: 95% of voters found their ballot simple to complete, and 83% 
of voters ranked at least two candidates. According to a FairVote study, Black voters were more 
likely to rank in the Public Advocate and Comptroller races. 
 
In 2021, to prepare for the June primary, we collaborated with the Center for Civic Design and 
worked closely with the NYC Board of Elections, on implementation issues.  We, and our colleagues 
at CCD,  shared experiences from other jurisdictions regarding best practices for RCV elections, 
including ballot design issues, with the staff of the New Yolk City Board of Elections. I want to 
acknowledge and thank the staff of the New York City Board of Elections for their openness and 
collaborative attitude in implementing RCV.  We believe that the overwhelming satisfaction with 
RCV expressed in exit polling and the large number of voters who used RCV in the June 2021 
primary shows that New York City voters benefited from the Board’s successful efforts to provide 
mailers, polling place materials, and social media posts that clearly explained RCV and to ensure a 
clear and understandable RCV ballot.   
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Nevertheless,  recognizing that no human system is perfect, we believe that some modest changes 
will improve the ballot design even further. Again, we worked closely with our colleagues at the 
Center for Civic Design to identify areas where the ballot design could be strengthened even more.  
I am pleased that Sean Johnson from CCD will be testifying this morning to provide insight into the 
research and experience behind the changes to the ballot contained in Intro 696.  
 
Intro 696 was drafted to build on the successful 2021 introduction of RCV by making the ballot 
even clearer and easier to understand.  The Charter language adopted by the voters in 2019 
prescribes the exact language for the instructions that must appear on the RCV ballot. Obviously, 
that language was workable, since so many voters successfully used RCV last year.  Intro 696 
amends the Charter to shorten and simplify the required instructions, which we believe will make 
the required ballot instructions even clearer and more comprehensible to voters. By simplifying 
the required instruction language,  Int. 696 would ensure uniformity between elections and 
facilitate voter education.  The simplified instructions provide clear, simple language that can be 
used by anyone providing information about ranked choice voting, encouraging consistency in 
information and instructions for ranked choice voting in materials other than the ballot. 
Consistency and repetition of instruction language on the ballot and on information materials will 
minimize confusion and increase voter comprehension.  Additionally, simplified language is easier 
to translate accurately. 
 
The instruction language currently specified in the charter has an 8th grade readability level, which 
is the maximum comprehension level which we recommend be presented to voters.  We suggest, 
when possible, submitting material at a lower comprehension level.  When submitted to the 
Hemingway readability editor, 1 of the total of 12 sentences in the current instruction language is 
identified as hard to read and 3 of 12 sentences are identified as very hard to read.   The instruction 
language proposed in Int. 696 has a 2nd grade reading comprehension level and none of its 8 
sentences are identified as hard or very hard to read by the Hemingway Editor. 
 
As previously indicated, the ballot design for the 2021 primary was generally very good.  Int. 696 
assists the BOE in identifying areas for design improvement but allows the Board flexibility in how 
those design elements appear. Feedback from voters indicated that some voters found it was hard 
to see where each contest began if there were more than one contest in a column.  Consequently, 
Int. 696 provides that, where there are multiple ranked choice contests on the same ballot, each 
ranked choice contest on the same page will be separated by a bold black line, to help voters 
recognize and rank the candidates for the same office. 
 
In addition to fostering the easier translation of the ballot instructions into non-English languages 
by simplifying the required instructions, Int. 696 also encourages the Board of Elections to design 
the RCV ballot to assist non-English voters in locating and understanding instructions in their 
language of choice by arranging, to the extent practical, non-English text and English text in 
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relation to each other so that the voter who is most comfortable in a non-English language can 
easily compare the non-English and corresponding English text. 
 
Finally, Int. 696 encourages the effective use of instructive illustrations on the ballot by making 
suggestions as to the content and placement of illustrations in the instruction section of the ballot. 
An example of illustrative illustrations, prepared by the Center for Civic Design, are attached. 
 
We believe that the modest improvements to the RCV ballot set forth in Int. 696 will facilitate 
voters’ even more effective use of Ranked Choice Voting in municipal primaries for years to come.  
We strongly urge the Committee to approve Int. 696 and send it to the Council for passage. 
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Example showing the instructions with illustrations 
In this illustration, the vertical columns group instructions with the relevant text. Each language can be 
found by reading across the page. We usually do not recommend multiple illustrations or showing the 
wrong way to vote, but we believe that showing right and wrong examples makes the RCV rules easier 
to understand. 
Conceptual illustration: 
Spanish and Chinese text is shown for spacing and arrangement. The arrangement in columns 
connects the text in all languages to the illustration at the top of the column, and helps voters by 
letting them read across the page for each language. 

 
 

Larger versions of the images for voter guides or other formats where more space is 
available. 

 
 
 


