
A Better Way for Rhode Islanders to Vote



 Candidates in R.I. often win with well under 50% of 
the vote
 Less than 20% of voters participate in September 
primaries –
▪ This means a small fraction of the electorate picks 

candidates that voters will chose from in November 
 In the last 20 years:  45% of General Assembly seats 
are uncontested in November general elections
 2018 + 2020:  Only 4.5% of General Assembly 
November general elections were competitive
▪ Margin of victory under 5%
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Why Primaries?
 Primaries were proposed by reformers over 100 years 
ago to limit the power of party bosses in choosing 
candidates.

Different Kinds of Primaries
 Closed:  Only registered members of a party can 
participate - 15 states 
 Open:  Any registered voter can vote in any party 
primary - 19 states
 Hybrid:  Including “semi-closed”, like R.I. – 16 states
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New approaches to elections are emerging across the 
country

 Designed to increase participation and encourage candidates 
to seek broad support, i.e., a majority

 Ranked Choice Voting

 “Top Two” primary

▪ California, Washington, Nebraska

 Alaska

▪ Top 4 Ranked Choice
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TOP-FOUR PRIMARY WITH RANKED CHOICE

Ranked Choice Voting

53 cities (including New York City), 

one county, and two states (Maine 

and Alaska) use some form of ranked 

choice voting (RCV).
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Non-Partisan “Top Two” Primary (California)
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Alaska:  Top 4 Ranked Choice

▪ U.S. House



▪ What is the impact of primary reform on voter 
turnout and participation?

▪ Will primary reform generate more contested and 
competitive primary elections?

▪ Will primary reform encourage candidates focused on 
addressing and solving problems?

▪ Will primary reform enhance voter trust, and does it 
reflect what voters want?
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 Rhode Island’s election system is flawed.

 Many jurisdictions across the country are 
implementing new ways to improve their 
elections.

 Recommendation:  Rhode Island explore ways 
to improve participation and competitiveness.
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