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Project overview 
CCD tested a variety of ways in which press articles display the results of an RCV 
election. 

 
We wanted to learn:

● Which best practices have the highest impact on people’s understanding of 
RCV election results?

● Do people understand the status of the results?
○ If results aren’t final, do people understand when they will be final?
○ How do people know that the results of an election are final?

● Do people understand who won and how?



How we tested



Round 1 Testing | CCD/FV Media RCV Results Explainers |  5

We tested in 
neighborhoods 
that had low 
ranking 
participation in 
2021
Borough
Brooklyn    11
Bronx    7
Manhattan 1

Bushwick, Brooklyn
Brooklyn Public 
Library Washington 
Irving Branch

Fordham Heights / 
Fordham Manor, 
Bronx
StarbucksConcourse Village, 

Bronx
Sidebar Cafe
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We spoke to 19 people over 3 days
Education Level Participants

8th Grade 1

11th Grade 1

Some College 4

Associate or 
Bachelor Degree

3

Master’s Degree 4

Did not say 6

Race or Ethnicity Participants

Black or African American 9

Hispanic or Latino/e 2

Asian 2

Black, not from the US 1

Native American 1

White or Caucasian 1

American 1

Arab, Amazigh, Turk 1

Did not say 1
Gender Participants

Male 12

Female 7
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Most participants had voted before, but about half 
had never heard of RCV or were not sure what it is

How familiar are you with RCV? Participants

Never heard of it 5

Know about it but have not voted 4

Heard of it, but not sure what it is 2

Already voted in an RCV election 2

Did not say 7

Have you voted before? Participants

Yes 10

No 2

Did not say 7
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We asked how people got their election news
Source Number of participants

General search engine (Google, Yahoo) 10

Specific website  (CNN, MSNBC) 7

Local television/website 5

Network television (unspecified news channel) 4

Facebook, Twitter, Instagram 3

Youtube 1

General newspaper 1

Word of mouth 1
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How we tested
1. We asked participants to choose 3-4 result displays from a packet of 10 

samples. We removed outlet information from the samples.

2. Based on their selections, we asked questions like:
● Can you tell me who won in this election? If yes, can you tell me 

what led you to that conclusion? If not, what makes it challenging 
to find this information?

● Let’s say one of your family members wants to learn about RCV 
results. How would you explain these results to them?
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Top Third
10-12 votes each

Middle Third
4 votes each

Bottom Third
2-3 votes each

NBC, NBC Local, NYTimes, WaPo Politico, AK Beacon, WaPo Ballotpedia, CCD, Anchorage Daily News



What we learned
Overall findings 
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The top 4 samples included pictures of the 
candidates

“I liked [it] because there's pictures of all the 
candidates, not just names. You see who’s running” 
–FS01
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People want their results displays to be “simple.” 
What do they mean?
Most participants described their favorite samples as “simple.” 
These samples included a variation of percentages, checkmarks, and 
highlighting. 

● In most cases, “simple” meant quick to read through.
● Some participants referred to percentages, checkmarks and 

highlighting to determine a winner/leader.
● Even in less popular samples, checkmarks were cited as simple 

elements within a complex layout.  
● Most participants cited samples with many data sets as unnecessary, 

overly complex, and for academics. 
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Percentages provide clarity in different situations
Participants looked to percentages to learn who won, even if they 
were wrong.
● When asked how participants would explain results to a friend or 

family, percentages were mentioned as an element in the explanation.
● Some believed they were seeing a clear winner when results were not 

final determined 
● Few were able to identify the round being shown or if the results were 

final. 

“Look at the names, look at the pictures, the percentages 
and see who has the highest.” –EW07
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Maps give context to understand the election 
Most mentioned that a map helps them understand data 
● In cases where a participant didn’t like the article, the map was one 

element that they did like 
● When there was no map of the jurisdiction, participants mentioned 

that a map would help them understand the results

“It is alright because there is a map, it shows the area" –EL01

“I didn't choose this in my top [choices] because there was nothing 
I could associate with. Some pictures. Like who's who, or who's on top, 
or a picture of Alaska” –EW07
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Rounds important but not crucial to understanding 
election results
Most participants mentioned rounds in their reactions. Very few 
participants found rounds to be confusing or overwhelming

“For district 1 they could have put final round because that's what it is. If I'm 
seeing first and final for one but only first for the other I'm confused. Is it 
finished do they need a final round?” –EW01

“They could have put a sentence in about what that means. That's not clear 
what that means.” -EW05



Findings by Article



Round 1 Testing | CCD/FV Media RCV Results Explainers |  18

NBC 
AK Senate 2022 Interim results (72% in)

Most people had a difficult time identifying the 
leader

● Most people think Kelly won with the most votes
● Some people think Lisa won because of 

highlighted area
● Few participants say that Kelly and Lisa both 

advanced

This is simple because…
● People described the map as helpful to 

understanding results and statistics

● Picture of candidate’s face connects percentages 
with candidate

● Percentages next to number of votes

12 votes
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NBC Local 
Oakland Mayor 2022 Interim results 

People had no problems finding the leader
● Most people referred to the percentage. Some 

people referred to the header.
● But, did people realize there were more than 2 

candidates?

This is simple because…
● Combination of picture of candidate, bar graph, 

percentages, and number of votes.

Other comments
● One person pointed out the lack number of 

votes next to percentages would be helpful. It 
took the participant some time to realize that 
the number of votes were under the candidate 
names.

11 votes

“If they're only 
reporting on the 
results I think this is 
perfect. If you're just 
showing me results, I 
don't need too much 
else” –EW01
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New York Times
ME 2nd Congressional Election 2022

All participants found the correct 
winner

● Majority of people found the 
winner by a combination of 
checkmarks, highlighted texts, 
and percentages. 

Other comments
● Some people mentioned 

wanting more information, like 
amount of transfer votes, map, 

10 votes

“If the point is to help 
the reader understand 
RCV, put that footnote 
in the bottom.” –FS08
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Washington Post 
AK Special Election 2022 

All participants found the correct winner
● Participants cited pictures of candidates, 

percentages, colors and total vote 
numbers as clear indicators of the winner

This is simple because…
● Most people found this sample easy to 

understand, except for the Sankey 
diagram 

10 votes

“Sometimes it's too much 
graph, too many candidates 
that aren't even winning.” 
–FS07
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Politico
AK Senate 2022

All participants found the correct 
winner

● Some people mentioned the 
checkmark and highlighting as 
indicators of a winner

This is simple because…
● Most people described this 

sample as easy to read, citing 
color and bolded text in title.

Other Comments
● Map added contexts to the 

election and statistics

4 votes

“It's very surface level. 
Clearly answering the 
question I'm asking "who 
won?" Everything is sound 
bites, conditioned as a 
society to read in pieces, 
articles should be the 
same. Everything should be 
to the point. If I want more, 
i'll go look at it.” –FS06
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Alaska Beacon
AK Special Election 2022

All participants found the correct winner
● Some people referred to the header and 

photograph. Some referred to the numbers 
in the diagram.

Other Comments
● People who picked this sample like that it’s 

informative and gives context about history, 
politics, and links to get more information. 
For others, it took too much time to digest 
and they would rather just google it.

● People liked the colors but were confused by 
the Sankey diagram, and wanted a key for 
the colors, more background information, 
and more context 

4 votes

“Lost interest by third 
paragraph. I can see 
the heading. No need 
to dig further.” –FS06 
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Washington Post
ME General Election 2022

All participants found the correct winner
● People identified the winner from looking at the 

percentages, highlighting, and term “final round” 

This is simple because…
● Most people liked the map, highlighting, and 

check marks 

Other Comments
● Confusion about two districts in two different 

rounds
● Some people felt that sample would be better if 

it included a graph and more information (how a 
candidate won, who is running for office)

4 votes

District 1 doesn’t 
have round label
District 2 has two 
round 
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Ballotpedia
ME 2nd Congressional 2022

All participants found the correct 
winner

● highest percentage, number of  
votes, bolded

This is simple because…
● People had positive reactions to 

visuals even though sample wasn’t 
a favorite.

Other Comments
● Some people thought it was too 

much information

3 votes

“I don’t like this 
either too much 
detail for nothing” 
–EW04
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Center for Civic Design
Minneapolis Mayor 2013 

Most participants found the correct 
winner

● Candidate name, bar graph

Other Comments
● People described details as valuable, but 

for a specific audience
● Although most people identified the 

winner, they were confused by all the 
information

3 votes

“Gives the detail of 
votes. for example if 
I voted for Tony, I 
know my vote was 
counted” –EL02
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Anchorage Daily News
AK General Election 2022

People had trouble identifying the apparent 
winner

● Participants were confused about the 
language “apparent winner”

● Apparent winners were not easy to find

Other Comments
● People would have liked to see a map or 

picture of candidates
● Tables were confusing and laborious for 

some
● Some participants dragged their index 

fingers through the table to better 
understand the data 

2 votes

“Tables make you do a 
lot of work” –FS08



Best practices
Updates, additions, and new questions 
from testing
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We confirmed some best practices as is 
Best Practices

Clearly name that it is a RCV election. ✅

Focus on the final round to convey who won the 
election, not who was ahead in 1st-choices.

✅

Label the rounds in the data visualization. ✅

Include both written and visual explanations. ✅

When sharing 1st-round or interim results, use 
cautious language about the outcome like “in the lead”

✅
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We made updates to some best practices based on 
what we heard
Candidate Best Practices Updated Best Practices from testing

First, share who won. This is most 
important for final results.

First, name the winner/leader in the article header. 

Explain the counting process, so 
people know which how candidates 
are eliminated and what happens to 
those votes.

Explain the counting process, so people know which how 
candidates are eliminated and what happens to those votes. 
Define RCV vocabulary like eliminated candidate, 
transferred votes, inactive ballots etc. 

Use bar charts or simple tables. Use bar charts or simple tables that include both the 
percentage and vote totals so people can cross reference.

Include inactive ballots in the results 
list.

Include inactive ballots in the results list with a definition of 
inactive ballots.

Show how many ballots are 
redistributed.

Show how many ballots are redistributed with a definition of 
redistributed ballots.
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We identified some new best practices, including 
some things to not do

Candidate Best Practices New Best Practices from testing

- Many participants were interested in additional information 
about candidates. Link to additional information about 
the candidates.

- Include candidate photos next to names.

- Use color to differentiate between candidates OR to 
indicate the winner, not both.

- Use color highlights, bold, and/or a checkmark to 
identify the winner. Do not use color highlights or 
checkmarks for candidates moving to the next round.
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We want to focus on a couple of our candidate best 
practices in the next round of testing
Candidate Best Practices Updates from testing

Don’t use complex visualizations like Sankey diagrams 
in isolation.

If you use a map, pair it with other data 
visualizations. We will look closer at this BP 
in R2 testing.

Include and label all (available) rounds of counting. When all rounds were included, participants 
felt overwhelmed by the amount of 
information. Some participants were confused 
about whether or not all rounds were included 
when the sample included “first round” and 
“final round”. We will look closer at these BPs 
in R2 testing.

Include a summary of how votes accumulated for the 
winner including redistributed votes.

When sharing 1st-round or interim results, include a 
status of the counting. Use a timeline, the number of 
ballots still to be processed, and/or when the full 
results are expected.

Few participants noticed the status of results. 
We will look closer at this BP in R2 testing.



Next Steps
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What we want to learn from second round testing
We’re going to design some results displays based on what we learned to test in 
the next round. We know that people want to know what happened to their 
ballot. So, we will give people a scenario of having picked a candidate that they 
then search for in the results display.

Closer look at: 
● Results displays including more than 1 contest 
● Visually communicating the status of results
● Relationship between the map and other data visualizations
● How many rounds are present in the data visualization
● Differences between tables and bar graphs
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Round 2 Testing Plan

When end of March

Where One location per day:
● Bronx
● Brooklyn 

Who Approximately 10 participants per location = 15–20 total

What ● Intercept sessions 
● 10–15 minute sessions
● Testing static samples
● Materials will be in English
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Next Steps
● March 16 We will share more details about the next round of testing 
● March 20-21 Round 2 Testing
● Week of April 3 Proposed next meeting



Thank you

Fernando Sanchez
fernando@civicdesign.org

Emma Werowinski
emma@civicdesign.org

civicdesign.org
@civicdesign


