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1. Debating the Electoral College

2. The Alternatives

3. The National Popular Vote Interstate Compact 

(NPVIC)

Outline
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Debating The Electoral 

College
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• It helps rural voters get representation

• It prevents large states from dominating small ones

• It ensures that candidates have to campaign, not just 

advertise in major media markets

• The founders intended it to be a check on the will of the 

masses

Defenses of the Electoral College
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Do These Defenses Hold Water?

Source: nationalpopularvote.com
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• The popular vote loser can get elected

• Only a few swing states get attention from the candidates

• White voters are overrepresented

• Small states are overrepresented

• It hurts third party candidates

• It unfairly benefits Republicans

Critiques of the Electoral College
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• While Marie Kondo makes it look easy, the electoral college 

is actually hard to get rid of

• The electoral college is in the Constitution, and amending 

the Constitution is hard

– 2/3 support of Congress or of state legislatures

• Those who benefit from the current system are unlikely to 

support getting rid of it:

– Swing states

– Red states

Why Is it Hard to Get Rid Of?
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The Alternatives
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1. Abolish the presidency 

– Good luck with that

– There are lots of parliamentary democracies though!

2. National popular vote

– E.g. Honduras, Kenya, Philippines, South Korea, Taiwan

– Could include RCV

3. Two-round system

– This is the most popular method

– E.g. France, Chile, Turkey, Brazil, Iran, Nigeria, 

Tanzania, Uruguay

What Are the Alternatives?
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• This approach would put the US in line with countries like 

Canada, Japan, Germany and New Zealand

– All parliamentary democracies

• Parliamentary democracy is a top-down system of 

government

• The executive consists of the prime minister and the 

cabinet

• The executive can be dissolved at any time by a vote 

of “no confidence” in the legislature

Reform Option 1: Abandon The Presidency
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Presidential System

Voters 

Assembly President

vote 

for

Bargaining
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Parliamentary System

Voters 

Assembly

Executive

(Prime Minster and Cabinet)

vote 

for

Give 

confidence 

to
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This Could Be Us, But We’re Presidential 

Video link: https://youtu.be/kXmPDLRt6hA

https://youtu.be/kXmPDLRt6hA
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• PRO: parliamentary systems tend to struggle less with 

gridlock

• PRO: if a government can’t pass policy, a new prime 

minister can be chosen or new elections called

• PRO: parliamentary systems tend to result in more 

interparty bargaining, compromise, and collaboration

• CON: without a president, parliamentary countries can have 

a harder time responding rapidly to crises

• CON: this would be a very radical change

Pros and Cons
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• This is a very simple way to elect a president

• One national election, and the candidate with the most 

votes wins

• Many countries use this system for presidential races: 

Mexico, Turkey, Kenya, Gambia, etc.

• This system almost always results in three or more 

competitive candidates 

Reform Option 2: National Popular Vote
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Popular Vote Example: Mexico 2018

Source: Wikipedia
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Popular Vote Example: Mexico 2018

Source: Wikipedia
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Popular Vote Example: Turkey 2018

Source: Wikipedia
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Popular Vote Example: Turkey 2018

Source: Wikipedia
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• PRO: this system is simple and easy to understand

• PRO: this system is already popular with Americans

• PRO: this system would not require a change in 

government structure or even in ballot design

• CON: this system can still lead to questionably democratic 

outcomes

– Candidates can win with less than 50% of the vote, just 

like now

Pros and Cons
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The National Popular Vote Is Popular

Source: Pew Research
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Presidents Can Still Get Elected Without Majorities

Source: Wikipedia
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• In this system, a president would be selected by a popular 

vote – but there’s a twist!

• There would be two rounds to the election, with a gap of 

time between them.

• All candidates run in the first round, then the top-two 

advance to the second

• Most presidential countries use this system.

• E.g. France, Chile, Brazil, Egypt, Ghana, Zimbabwe, etc.

Reform Option 3: Two-Round (“Runoff”) Popular Vote
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This System Tends to Lead to Lots of Candidates!

Source: Reuters
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2-Round Example: France 2017

Source: Wikipedia
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2-Round Example: France 2017

Source: Wikipedia
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2-Round Example: Chile 2017

Source: Wikipedia
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• PRO: this system is also pretty simple and easy to 

understand

• PRO: this system ensures the winner has majority support

• CON: if parties don’t coordinate, niche candidates can make 

it to Round 2, leaving many voters with two candidates they 

strongly dislike

– France 2017 is a good example

Pros and Cons
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• Sometimes called “instant runoff voting”

– Has similarities to the 2-round system, but there is only 

one election day

• Voters rank candidates in order of preference

• This system (in theory!) decreases strategic voting

• This system is used around the world in local and legislative 

elections, but only Ireland and Sri Lanka use it for 

presidential races

Reform Option 4: Ranked Choice Voting
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Example Ballots
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Sample Ballot: Berkeley
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Example: Irish Presidential Election (2011)

Source: https://electionsireland.org/result.cfm?election=2011P&cons=194

https://electionsireland.org/result.cfm?election=2011P&cons=194
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Example: Oakland Mayor (2014)
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Example: Minneapolis Mayor (2013)
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• PRO: this system ensures that the winner is the most 

broadly acceptable of all candidates

• PRO: unlike two-round systems, ranked-choice doesn’t 

allow unpopular candidates to benefit from a divided field of 

candidates

• CON: this system is complicated

• CON: voters may not have strong preferences beyond one 

or two candidates

Pros and Cons
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• All of these reforms face huge hurdles

• Changing the Constitution is hard – really hard!

• In order to get a change, you need buy-in from elected 

officials

• It is very unlikely that 2/3 of both chambers of Congress will 

support a change

– Especially the Senate

• Or 2/3 of state legislatures for that matter

The Obstacles to Reform
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The National Popular Vote 

Interstate Compact
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• One reform approach is getting a lot of attention

• The NPVIC is a legislative agreement among the states

that only becomes law if states totaling 270+ electoral votes 

sign on

• If that happens, those states agree to give all their electoral 

college votes to the national popular vote winner

• This is a clever way of circumventing the electoral college

– Nothing in the Constitution restricts how states allocate 

their electoral votes

National Popular Vote Interstate Compact
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A Debate on the NPVIC

Video link: https://youtu.be/UvzARzuxvbM

https://youtu.be/UvzARzuxvbM
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• Increased attention on dense urban areas currently ignored

– E.g. Los Angeles, Houston, NYC, Seattle, San Diego, etc.

• Swing states would get a lot less attention than they do now

• Some argue rural voters would get less attention – but not 

much evidence of this in other countries!

– In fact, rural voters in safe states currently get ignored

• The difference would be presidential candidates would have 

to compete everywhere – not just in swing states

– Elections could get even more expensive

What Happens If The NPVIC Succeeds?
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Q&A


