
San Francisco Election Observation
by David Cary

This report is based of my observations of San Francisco's November, 2011 election.  My 
observations included in-person observations, discussions with Department of Elections 
personnel, and digital observations of web content published by the Department of Elections. 
The observations covered three general issues:  potential obstacles to calculating and publishing 
preliminary RCV tallies on election night, public checking of vote tallies, and certification and 
communication of RCV vote tallies to the Board of Supervisors.

There is much that went well with this election.  The Elections Commission and the Department 
of Elections have good reasons to be proud of the overall conduct of the election.  This report 
purposely focuses on selected issues where there are opportunities for improvement.  It does not 
attempt to offer a comprehensive assessment of the election or the administration of the election. 

Summary
My observation of the San Francisco November 2011 election found no logistical or technical 
barriers to reporting preliminary ranked choice voting (RCV) tallies on election night.  A city-
wide RCV contest can be fully tabulated by computer in less than a minute.  Projections of 
election night RCV tallies do not show unusual instabilities in the results.  Deferring the first 
RCV tallies until the next day is a policy choice that unnecessarily creates a special exception for 
RCV contests and that reduces transparency, trust, and understanding of the election.

On November 17, the Department of Elections said it had finished the official canvass and it 
certified vote counts.  Observations by myself and others subsequently found discrepancies in the 
RCV vote counts.  Investigation by the Department of Elections found that most certified vote 
counts for listed candidates were incorrect in every RCV contest and all of the certified vote 
counts for the non-RCV contests were incorrect.  The Department was able to correct the 
discrepancies by November 30.   No outcomes of any contests were reversed by the corrections. 
However, the RCV tallies were missing nearly 1% of the ballots and one close measure had its 
margin of defeat change by 33%.  Without the extra transparency of RCV contests, the 
incorrectness of the final vote counts might never have been discovered and corrected.  Public 
digital election observation is a powerful complement to in-person election observation that 
improves accuracy and trust in elections.

After the corrections were applied, for RCV contests only the first-choice vote counts were 
certified and forwarded to the Board of Supervisors for their declaration of the winners.  Those 
vote totals were insufficient for the Board of Supervisors to determine and officially declare who 
the winners were.  
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Recommendations
The Elections Commission should revise or institute policies so that:

1. RCV tallies and contest cast vote record files (a.k.a ballot image files) are published for 
preliminary snapshots of all RCV contests on election night at least twice:

a. Within an hour after the close of polls, typically encompassing early voting and early 
returned vote-by-mail ballots that have been scanned before the close of polls.

b. As part of the last tallies on election night.  Those tallies typically also encompass 
ballots scanned at all or nearly all precinct polling places.

c. As logistically feasible, in conjunction with other election night tallies as results from 
precinct polling places are received and processed.

2. Increase transparency of the canvass by publishing documents on the web in a timely 
basis, at least daily, to improve public accountability for ballot accounting and the 
progress of the canvass.  This economically provides an audit trail that encourages public 
verification of results and analysis of discrepancies and corrections.

3. The Department of Elections certifies and delivers to the Board of Supervisors full round-
by-round RCV tallies that allow the Board of Supervisors to determine and officially 
declare the winners of the RCV contests.

Recommendations 1 and 3 would assure that San Francisco election policies are better aligned 
with the spirit and very likely the proper interpretion and application of California election law. 
In addition, the Department of Elections should work with the vendor to correct flaws in the 
voting system that caused or allowed incorrect vote counts to be certified.

Election Night RCV Tallies
A city-wide RCV contest can be fully tallied by a computer in less than a minute.  As a result, 
preliminary tallies can be quickly recalculated from the beginning as more ballots are added to 
the tally input.  Some of the most time-consuming and human resource intensive efforts of 
counting votes are determining whether a ballot is eligible to be counted, physically scanning the 
ballots, and reviewing and resolving votes for write-in candidates.  Once the ballot data is in the 
computer, tallying or retallying the collected set of ballots is very quick.   While I was not 
allowed to closely observe the details of the computerized tally process, it appeared that fully 
tallying all ballots for all contests took about ten minutes. 

The data needed for RCV tallies is or can be transferred to the tallying computer at the same time 
that first-choice data is transferred.  The fact that RCV tallies are calculated with a different 
program or software module is not a logistical problem.

There are some current practices ancillary to calculating RCV vote tallies that could be 
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streamlined to make reporting of RCV tallies at regular intervals on election night even more 
feasible.

Once preliminary tally reports are produced by the certified voting system, they are in some 
cases manually edited on another computer before being printed and distributed or published on 
the web.  The manual editing changes some labels to better indicate that the results represent 
preliminary not final tallies.  The manual editing could be automated with published, open-
source editing scripts that would speed the process, reduce the chance for human error, and 
reduce the directly required staffing skill level on election night.

When the Department of Elections does produce RCV tallies for a contest, the hardcopy reports 
that the Department produces include  a one-page summary of the round-by-round vote counts 
for a contest and also a multi-page, one-round per page report that does not include any 
additional information.  Some printing, copying times could be avoided, especially on election 
night, by only distributing the one-page report and not the multi-page report.  

The most important number to report from an RCV tally for a candidate is the maximum number 
of votes the candidate received.  When combined with the round of those maximum votes and 
displayed graphically and possibly combined with first round votes, these numbers give an easy 
to understand snapshot of the contest that gives a better quick overview of a contest than the 
current practice of reporting first-choice vote counts.

Election night is when there is the greatest public attention focused on election results.  When 
election night tallies only report first-choice results for RCV contests and avoid any effects of 
vote transfers, unnecessary confusion and misunderstanding can be created about:

1. The relative standings of the candidates.

2. How RCV votes are counted.

3. The logistics of counting ballots.

In an RCV contest, candidates compete for and voters are able to choose second and third 
choices.  However current reporting practices on election night ignore those important second 
and third choices and the critical impact they can have on vote transfers and the RCV tally.  This 
needlessly creates confusion and prolongs uncertainty among candidates, the press, and the 
general public.  In 2011 this contributed to needless friction among some candidates after the 
close of polls.  Furthermore, by not publishing contest cast vote record files, candidates and 
members of the public are prevented from being able to make early assessments about the 
trajectory of the vote counts and the detection of potential anomalies.

In the past there has been some concern that releasing preliminary RCV tallies on election night, 
or even during the next two days, would create confusion because the results had not stabilized. 
Waiting until results stabilize is not a valid reason for withholding preliminary election results. 
In the past, delaying the first RCV tallies has created its own confusion.  In the appendix are 
graphs that project what the election night RCV tallies would have been.  The graphs show that 
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early results would not have been chaotic and would have helped to avoid much uncertainty 
about the patterns of RCV transfers.  By contrast, the outcome of one measure, Measure  H, 
changed on the tenth day of vote counting from winning to losing.  

Releasing the first RCV tallies on Wednesday instead of Friday was a successful improvement. 
As the graphs in the appendix show, there was very little change in vote counts from what could 
have been published on election night to what was first published the next day.  Publishing RCV 
tallies on election night will help avoid concerns about what might have happened to all those 
second- and third-choice votes as they sat unreported in a computer overnight.

The public largely understands that preliminary results can change.  They understand that the 
earliest election night results can not be naively extrapolated to projections of final outcomes. 
There is no compelling reason to make special exceptions only for RCV contests to the practice 
of early, timely reporting of preliminary results on election night.

By not fully disclosing readily available information, the Department of Elections can be 
distracted from its primary task of counting and reporting votes.  It is sometimes pushed to 
analyze the tallies, speculate what the missing data might be, and prognosticate what the final 
results will be.  The Department of Elections would be better able to focus on its core 
responsibilities if it simply provided the data that it readily had available, thereby enabling others 
with more appropriate expertise and supplementary data to provide those other services.

By not fully disclosing readily available information, the Department of Elections contributes to 
the public perception that counting votes is a black box process inaccessible to the public.  Such 
a public perception subverts trust in the Department of Elections, in the Elections Commission, 
and in our democracy.  What trust there is is fragile, easily shattered by actual irregularities or 
simply by partisan disappointment.

Digital Observation and Public Verification
Digital observation of elections is an increasingly important practice that complements and 
enhances in-person election observation, especially portions of the election related to the 
counting of votes.  The basic paradigm is that election officials publish data to the web on a 
timely basis that provides an early public commitment and audit trail of election processes, 
including ballot accounting and vote counting.  This allows members of the public to cross check 
information, encourages early detection of anomalies and discrepancies, allows confirmation of 
subsequent explanations, and so improves the ability of election officials to correct any problems 
in a more credible manner while it is easier, cheaper, and allowable to do so.

Digital observation takes advantage of the technology advances that make it possible and very 
affordable to publish information on the web.  Ranked choice voting as practiced in San 
Francisco has helped support this new trend with the publication of contest cast vote records. 
This allows independent public verification of the RCV tally, given the contents of the published 
contest cast vote records.
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Together with other colleagues, I participated in the digital observation of the 2011 election and 
recorded results as part of a project led by Roger Donaldson, with additional technical support 
provided by Jim Soper.  Some more detailed results were recorded and can be viewed in a blog at 
sfdeo.wordpress.com.

As the Department of Elections published RCV tallies, I and others verified and analyzed the 
results.  Except for a minor logistical error that the Department of Elections quickly corrected, no 
discrepancies were detected until November 17, when the Department said it had completed the 
canvass, published “final” vote counts, and certified the election results.

In analyzing the results, a colleague, Steve Chessin of Californians for Electoral Reform, noted 
some discrepancies between the published RCV first-choice vote counts and the first round RCV 
tallies.  Normally, the first-round RCV tallies should be greater than or equal to the first-choice 
vote counts for a candidate.  The first-round RCV vote counts include not only all of the first-
choice counts, but also second choices for any ballots that did not mark a first choice as well as 
third choices for any ballots that did not mark a first choice or a second choice.  

The November 17 RCV first-round vote counts were lower than the first-choice vote counts for 
most candidates in all three RCV contests.  The discrepancies were discovered and verified 
Friday afternoon and I left a phone message with the Department of Elections after 5 pm.  I 
followed up with the Department on Monday and was requested to submit a report of the 
discrepancy via email, which I did.

On Tuesday November 22, the Department of Elections published corrections that increased the 
number of cast ballots by 61 ballots.  For each of the RCV contests, the RCV tally increased the 
total number of ballots reported by 1919 ballots, nearly 1% of the 197,242 ballots that were 
reported as cast.  The number of first-round continuing votes increased by amounts ranging from 
1750 to 1845 votes.  The changes also added votes ranging between 58 and 60 votes to each of 
the contests for measures.

The change in vote counts did not change who the winners were or whether a measure won or 
lost.  Measure H, which had been winning in preliminary results before November 17 but flipped 
to narrowly losing on November 17, had its margin of defeat change by 33%, from 115 votes on 
November 17 to 153 votes on November 22.

However, there were still problems with the RCV mayor's contest.  Some write-in candidates still 
had first-round vote counts that were less than the first-choice vote counts and the contest cast 
vote record file was malformed.  Normally the file contains a line of data for each of the three 
choices on a ballot, explicitly recording when a choice is not marked.  However 6 ballots did not 
have any record of what the first choice was for the ballot.  These discrepancies were again 
reported to the Deparment of Elections, and on November 30, the Department published a 
second set of corrections.  

The second set of corrections did not change any reported first-choice vote counts or vote counts 
for measures and only changed RCV tallies for the mayor's contest, and then only in the first 
round.  The contest cast vote record file had a valid format and was consistent with the published 
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vote counts.  

The revised contest cast vote record file for the Mayor's contest had changed a choice or added a 
missing choice for 15 ballots.  Records were added for missing first choices for 6 ballots.  In 
each case, the missing first-choice was for a qualified write-in candidate.  On another nine 
ballots, second or third choices were changed from recorded as being blank to being for a 
qualified write-in candidate.

The explanation from the Department of Elections was that when some ballots were added and 
processed for the November 22 corrections, they were processed without a declaration of the 
qualified write-in candidates.

Collectively, these problems indicate one or more flaws in some combination of process and 
software in the Department's voting system.  There should never be more first choices than first-
round votes for any candidate and any differences in total ballots in an RCV tally should be 
publicly reconciled to the number of ballot cards reported for the contest.  As a design issue, it 
should not be necessary to separately declare which candidates are qualified write-in candidates 
for each batch of ballots.  There should never be a discrepancy between the list of qualified 
write-in candidates when counting first-choices versus when counting votes for the first round. 
When there is a discrepancy, the software should detect it and create a clear alert.  Even if a 
choice is recorded as marked for a write-in candidate, but that candidate is not recognized as a 
qualified write-in candidate, the software should not produce a malformed contest cast vote 
record file.

The Department of Elections should make sure it has corrections for these problems from the 
vendor before the next election with RCV contests.

It is notable that while the intially detectable discrepancies were found only in the RCV contests, 
further investigation by the Department of Elections found problems in all of the contests, both 
RCV and non-RCV contests.  Because these discrepancies were found with the final, certified 
vote counts, it is likely that the incorrect vote counts for the non-RCV contests would not have 
been corrected without the public digital election observation and the increased transparency that 
RCV contests have brought to San Francisco elections.  While in this case, the corrections did 
not change the outcome of any contests, it is not hard to imagine similar situations where they 
would.

It is indeterminant whether the corrected vote counts were correct or whether the public just 
exhausted the limited transparency and the detectable errors.  Increased transparency can help 
ensure that the correct winners are declared, that the correct vote counts are certified, and that 
public trust in elections is enhanced when errors are discovered and corrected.

Certification and Declaration of Winners
California election law calls for an election official to certify vote counts and for a governing 
body to officially declare the winners based on those vote counts.  For local elections in San 
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Francisco, the official declaration is performed by the Board of Supervisors.

For RCV contests, the relevant vote counts are the round-by-round vote counts of the final RCV 
tally.  RCV winners often can not be determined from first-choice vote counts alone.  However 
the only vote counts that were certified for the RCV contests were the first-choice vote counts. 
The certified first-choice vote counts were the only vote counts that were sent to the Board of 
Supervisors and published as part of their agenda.

I raised the issue with some members of the Board of Supervisors and with the Department of 
Elections.  The Department responded by producing a report covering the RCV tallies less than 
24 hours before the Board of Supervisors meeting.

Certification of the vote counts for the full RCV round-by-round tabulation and communication 
of those certified vote counts is necessary for the Board to make its own official determination of 
who the winners are.   This may seem like a minor formality in an era of internet publication of 
results.  However adopting this better practice could help avoid messy ambiguity and procedural 
objections in a future situation where there is substantive disagreement about what the final vote 
counts are, what has or has not been certified, and who the winner should be.
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Appendix
For each of the three San Francisco RCV contests in November, 2011, the following graphs 
depict two actual and two projected vote tallies.  One actual tally is for the first published RCV 
tally (blue), published on November 9, the day after election day.  The other actual tally is for the 
final corrected vote tally (green), published on November 30.  

The two projected vote tallies simulate what RCV tallies would have looked like on election 
night.  One corresponds to the first preliminary results (orange) published within an hour after 
polls closed on election night.  The other corresponds to the last preliminary results (red) 
published on election night.  Both projections are based on the contest cast vote record files 
published on November 9.  The first projection only uses ballots with a Tally-Type  of “2” 
(“VBM / EV - 400c 1st Cut”), while the second projection also uses ballots with a Tally-Type of 
“1” (“Election Day – Insight”).  The only other Tally-Type in those files was “9” (“VBM / EV - 
400c 2nd Cut”).

For each of the four tallies, there are two graph lines.  The dashed line shows the first-round 
votes for each candidate, the solid line shows the maximum votes for each candidate.  A 
candidate gets his/her maximum votes from the first round votes and from transfers from 
eliminated candidates.

Candidates are ordered by descending value of maximum votes in the corrected final tally of 
November 30.  A solid line that goes up as it goes from left to right can mean that the order of 
elimination was different in an earlier tally.

The graphs show that the ordering of the candidates by votes is rather stable, especially after the 
early election night tally.  This is similar to the experience with non-RCV contests.  The graphs 
also show that there is little difference between the solid red line and the solid blue line in each 
graph.  This reflects that relatively few votes were added between the last results on election 
night and the next day's published tallies and that there is no stabilization of results between the 
two times.

Overall, these graphs illustrate that stability of election night RCV tallies and non-RCV contests 
is similar.  Even if stability were a legitimate criteria for withholding preliminary results, as an 
empirical matter it is not a significant enough issue to justify treating RCV contests differently 
than non-RCV contests.
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