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toba became the first province to give 
votes to women over 21, followed by 
Canada in 1918. Over time, the fran-
chise was expanded with property 
restrictions abolished in 1920, Asian 
Canadians given the vote in 1948, 
Inuit in 1953 and Status Indians liv-
ing on reserves in 1960. In 1970, 
the voting age for Canadian citizens 
was lowered from 21 to 18. In 1920, 
the Dominion Election Act created 
the Office of an Independent Chief 
Electoral Officer and from this point 
forward, the federal franchise was es-
tablished by federal, not provincial 
law. In 1956, Manitoba created an 
independent boundaries commission 
to do away with the practice of gerry-
mandering, and in 1964 the national 
Parliament followed suit by adopting 
the Electoral Boundaries Readjust-
ment Act to create independent elec-
toral boundary commissions in every 
province following each decennial 
census. In 1977, Quebec led the way 
in banning of corporate and union 
donations to parties, a reform not 
adopted federally until the 2006 Fed-
eral Accountability Act. In 1968, the 
first televised leaders’ debate was pro-
duced by a consortium of the main 
television networks, with disputes 
about the criteria for inclusion a pe-
rennial issue ever since. 

All of these changes were accom-
plished by legislation, none by ref-
erendum. Thus each of the electoral 
pillars has been significantly re-
formed except one: the single mem-
ber plurality or first-past-the-post 
electoral system. This has remained 
Canada’s way of electing legislators 
in every province, territory and the 
national Parliament since our first 
election in 1758.

In democracy, values contend. So, 
too, with electoral systems: as po-
litical scientist Paul Thomas writes 
“designing and adopting an elec-
toral system is an inherently politi-
cal exercise, rather than a technical 
problem.” It is inherently political 
because all electoral systems create 
incentives and disincentives for par-
ties, so where you are coming from 
on this question is largely deter-
mined by where you sit. Weighing 

the five principles—effectiveness and 
legitimacy, engagement, accessibil-
ity, integrity, and local representa-

tion—outlined in the June 7, 2016 
Standing Order to guide the Special 
Committee on Electoral Reform will 

The Alphabet Soup of Electoral Reform 
David Mitchell

T he special parliamentary committee appointed to study and  
recommend changes to our system of voting has heard from diverse 

experts and academics about an interesting range of possible voting 
systems. These systems are often described by an assortment of acronyms 
unfathomable to the uninitiated. Here’s our Policy primer, beginning with 
the status quo:

FPTP (first-past-the-post): This is Canada’s current electoral system and has 
been used in federal elections since Confederation. It’s also sometimes referred 
to as an SMP (single member plurality) system. The provinces and territories 
are divided into separate electoral districts and each is represented by a 
member of Parliament. The successful candidate in an election is the individual 
who wins the highest number of votes in each electoral district, or riding.

Proportional Representation (PR): A system of parliamentary 
representation in which the number of seats each party has in the House of 
Commons is in proportion to its share of the popular vote. There are several 
types of proportional representation voting systems. 

Party List PR (List Proportional Representation), open or closed. Both 
involve parties drawing up a list of candidates for each constituency. In 
open-list PR, voters choose preferred candidates from the list of the party for 
which they wish to vote. In closed-list PR systems, the party ranks the names 
on their list and voters cast their ballots for a party, not a specific candidate.

Mixed member majority (MMM). One example of party list PR. Voters 
in single-member electoral districts cast two votes: one for a candidate 
to represent them and one for a party. These two votes are independent 
of one another and the party seats don’t necessarily serve to correct any 
disproportionate result of the elected candidates.

Mixed member proportional (MMP): In which the number of FPTP seats 
remains, supplemented by a number of PR seats per province based on 
parties’ share of the popular vote in each province.

Dual member proportional (DMP): Based on electing two representatives 
in each riding. The first seat in every riding goes to the candidate who 
receives the most votes, similar to FPTP. The second seat is awarded to one 
of the remaining candidates so that proportionality is achieved, using a 
calculation that awards parties their seats in the districts where they had 
their strongest performances.

Alternative Vote (AV): Also known as instant-runoff voting (IRV), ranked-
choice voting (RCV), graduated ballot (GB) or preferential voting, is a voting 
system used in single-seat elections when there are more than two candidates. 
Instead of voting for a single candidate, voters rank the candidates in order of 
preference. Ballots are first counted for each elector’s top choice. If a candidate 
secures more than half of these votes, that candidate wins. Otherwise, 
whoever is in last place is eliminated from the race.

Single transferable vote (STV): Would use a ranked ballot—but for multiple-
member ridings. Under this system, electoral districts would be represented 
by two or more MPs from among those who received the highest number of 
first choice preferences.
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