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This scenario, often referred to as a runoff election, is a common feature in electoral systems around the
world, designed to ensure that the elected candidate has broad support and legitimacy. Understanding the
concept of runoff elections, their advantages and disadvantages, and their implementation can provide

valuable insights into how democratic processes function to reflect the will of the people more accurately.

What Is a Runoff Election?

Definition and Basic Concept

A runoff election is a secondary election held when no candidate in the initial voting achieves the required
threshold of support, typically a majority (more than 50%). Instead of declaring a candidate victorious with a
plurality (the most votes but less than a majority), the electoral system mandates a second round between
the top two candidates with the highest vote counts. This process ensures that the winner has a clear,

majority mandate.

Common Scenarios for Runoff Elections

- No candidate achieves an outright majority in the first round.

- Certain electoral laws require a majority rather than a plurality for victory.

- To resolve close or contested results where the margin of victory is slim.

- When voters' preferences are fragmented among multiple candidates, making a simple plurality

insufficient to determine a broadly supported winner.

Historical and Global Perspectives on Runoff Elections

Countries That Use Runoff Elections

Many democracies incorporate runoff systems to enhance the legitimacy of their elected officials. Notable

examples include:



- United States: Presidential elections in some states use runoff voting for state and local offices.

- France: Presidential elections feature a two-round system, where the top two candidates face off in a
second round if no candidate receives an outright majority initially.

- Brazil: Presidential and some legislative elections employ runoff voting.

- India: Certain elections, such as the presidential election, use a system of proportional representation and

runoff mechanisms.

Historical Evolution

Runoff elections have their roots in attempts to balance majority rule with practical electoral processes.
Historically, they emerged as solutions to the "spoiler effect,” where multiple candidates split votes,
preventing any single candidate from achieving majority support. The system aims to prevent extremist or

minority candidates from winning when they do not have broad support.

Advantages of Runoff Elections

Ensuring Majority Support

One of the primary benefits of a runoff election is that it guarantees the elected candidate has the support of

more than half of the voters, fostering greater legitimacy and public confidence in the outcome.

Reducing the Spoiler Effect

In plurality voting systems, minor candidates can split votes, leading to winners who do not represent the
preferences of the majority. Runoffs mitigate this by narrowing the field to the top contenders, allowing

voters to choose between the leading candidates.

Encouraging Broader Campaign Strategies

Candidates are incentivized to appeal to a broader electorate, knowing that they may face a second-round

contest. This can lead to more moderate and consensus-building campaign strategies.

Minimizing Polarization and Extremism

By forcing candidates to appeal to a wider spectrum of voters in subsequent rounds, runoff elections can

help reduce polarization and promote more moderate policy positions.



Disadvantages and Challenges of Runoff Elections

Voter Fatigue and Lower Turnout

One of the significant drawbacks is that additional voting rounds can lead to decreased voter participation,

especially if voters perceive the process as lengthy or costly.

Increased Costs and Logistics

Holding a second election involves extra administrative expenses, logistical planning, and resource

allocation, which can strain electoral bodies and governments.

Potential for Strategic Voting and Alliances

Candidates and parties may form strategic alliances or engage in tactical voting, which can distort genuine

voter preferences and undermine the fairness of the process.

Timing and Voter Confusion

Scheduling multiple rounds can create confusion among voters, especially if ballots or voting procedures

differ significantly between rounds.

Variations of Runoff Systems

Two-Round System

The most common form of runoff election, where a second round is held between the top two candidates if

no one achieves a majority initially.

Instant Runoff Voting (IRV) or Ranked-Choice Voting

Instead of separate election days, voters rank candidates in order of preference. If no candidate wins
majority, the candidate with the fewest votes is eliminated, and their votes are redistributed based on
preferences, continuing until one candidate has a majority. This method reduces the need for multiple

election days.



Contingent Runoff

In some cases, a runoff is triggered only if the initial vote results are too close or contested, providing

flexibility in electoral procedures.

Implications for Democracy and Representation

Enhancing Democratic Legitimacy

Runoff elections help ensure that elected officials have the support of a majority, reinforcing democratic

principles and increasing public trust in electoral outcomes.

Encouraging Voter Engagement

‘While additional rounds can sometimes discourage voters, well-structured runoff systems can motivate

greater participation by emphasizing the importance of every vote.

Promoting Fair Representation

By allowing voters to choose among top candidates in a second round, runoff elections can lead to a more

representative and broadly supported leadership.

Case Study: The French Presidential Election System

Two-Round System in Practice

France's presidential elections exemplify a two-round runoff system. If no candidate secures more than 50%
in the first round, the top two candidates face off in a second round. This process ensures the president has a

clear mandate and broad support.

Impact on Campaign Strategies

Candidates often aim to secure a strong first-round showing to avoid being eliminated and then pivot to

appeal to a wider electorate in the runoff.



Voter Behavior and Turnout

Typically, voter turnout remains high in the second round, reflecting the importance of the decision and

the legitimacy conferred by majority support.

Conclusion

A runoff election, where the two candidates with the highest pluralities face off in a secondary election,
plays a crucial role in democratic systems by promoting majority support, reducing polarization, and
ensuring legitimate representation. While it involves additional costs and logistical considerations, the
benefits of increased legitimacy and voter confidence often outweigh the drawbacks. As electoral systems
continue to evolve, mechanisms like runoff elections and ranked-choice voting demonstrate ongoing efforts
to refine democratic processes and better reflect the will of the people. Whether in presidential races,
legislative contests, or local elections, understanding the nuances of runoff systems is essential for

appreciating how democracies strive for fair and representative outcomes.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is an election called when the top two candidates with the highest

pluralities face a secondary runoff election?

It is called a runoff election or a secondary election.

Why are secondary elections held when the two candidates with the
highest pluralities face each other?

They are held to ensure that the winning candidate has a majority support, preventing a candidate with

only a plurality from winning outright.

Is a runoff election mandatory in all electoral systems?

No, it depends on the electoral system; some systems require a majority vote, leading to runoff elections if

no candidate achieves it initially.

What types of electoral systems typically use a runoff or secondary

election?

Majoritarian systems, such as two-round systems or runoff voting, commonly use secondary elections when



no candidate secures an outright majority in the first round.

Can a secondary election occur if only two candidates are competing from
the start?

No, if only two candidates are competing from the beginning, a secondary election is generally

unnecessary since the winner is decided directly.

How does a secondary election impact voter turnout?

Secondary elections can increase voter engagement as voters have another opportunity to influence the

outcome, but they can also lead to voter fatigue.

Are secondary elections common worldwide?

They are common in countries with two-round or runoff electoral systems, such as France and some U.S.

states.

What are the main advantages of holding a secondary election between

the top two candidates?

It ensures the elected candidate has wider support, promotes majority consensus, and reduces the likelihood

of a candidate winning with only a small plurality.

Additional Resources

An Election Where The Two Candidates With The Highest Pluralities Face A Secondary Election Is A(n)a.

An Investigation into the Complexities, Implications, and Historical Context of Runoff Electoral Systems

Introduction

Elections are foundational to democratic governance, serving as a means for citizens to select their
representatives and influence policy directions. While the most familiar electoral systems—such as plurality
voting (first-past-the-post) and proportional representation—operate under well-understood principles,
certain electoral processes introduce additional layers of complexity. One such process involves a secondary
election, often called a runoff, where the two candidates with the highest pluralities face off again if specific

conditions are met.

This article delves into the phenomenon described as "An election where the two candidates with the



highest pluralities face a secondary election is a(n)a,” exploring the system's mechanics, historical
development, advantages, disadvantages, and real-world examples. Through a comprehensive review, we
aim to explain the implications of such electoral arrangements on democratic legitimacy, voter behavior,

and political stability.

Understanding the Basic Terminology

Before examining the specific scenario, it is crucial to clarify some key concepts:

- Plurality: The candidate who secures the highest number of votes, regardless of whether they achieve an
absolute majority (over 50%).

- Runoff Election: A second round of voting held between the top candidates if no candidate meets a
predetermined threshold (often a majority) in the initial round.

- Two-Highest Pluralities: The top two candidates in terms of vote count, even if their totals do not
constitute an absolute majority.

- Electoral System: The set of rules that determine how votes are translated into seats or mandates.
In the context of this discussion, an election where the two candidates with the highest pluralities face a

secondary election is most accurately characterized as a two-round system or runoff system, depending on

the specific rules.

The Mechanics of Runoff Elections: How and Why They Are Used

The Standard Two-Round System

Many countries employ a two-round system (TRS) for presidential and legislative elections. The process

typically involves:

1. First Round: All candidates compete, and votes are tallied.

2. Threshold Check: If a candidate surpasses a set threshold (commonly 50%), they are declared the winner.
3. Secondary Round (Runoff): If no candidate achieves this, the top two candidates with the highest

pluralities proceed to a second election.

This approach ensures that the eventual winner has broad support, ideally a majority, thereby enhancing

democratic legitimacy.

Variations and Conditions

Some variations depend on:



- Thresholds: The percentage of votes required for victory in the first round.
- Number of Candidates: The number of candidates who qualify for the runoff.

- Mandatory vs. Optional Runoff: Whether a runoff is compulsory if no candidate hits the threshold.
Most notably, the scenario where the two candidates with the highest pluralities face off in a secondary

election is characteristic of majoritarian systems designed to prevent "spoiler" effects and ensure a clear

winner.

Historical Development and Rationale

Origins of Runoff Voting

Runoff voting systems have roots in 19th-century electoral reforms aimed at mitigating the "spoiler
effect"—where multiple candidates split votes, allowing a less-preferred candidate to win due to vote
fragmentation. They also sought to:

- Prevent "vote splitting," which can distort true voter preferences.

- Encourage candidates to seek broader appeal.

- Enhance the legitimacy of the elected officials.

Adoption Across Countries

Various nations have adopted runoff systems, often tailored to their political contexts:

- France: Uses a two-round system for presidential elections since 1962.

- United States: Some states employ runoff elections for certain offices.

- Brazil: Implements a two-round system for presidential elections if no candidate secures an absolute

majority.

Over time, the system's design reflects balancing the desire for majority support with practical

considerations about election costs and voter fatigue.

Advantages of Electing the Two Candidates With The Highest Pluralities in a Secondary Election

1. Ensures Majority Support

By requiring a second round between the top two, the system aims to produce a winner with broader

backing, reducing the likelihood of a candidate winning with a marginal plurality.



2. Reduces the Impact of Fragmented Votes

In multi-candidate races, vote splitting can produce misleading results. A runoff ensures the final winner is

truly representative of a majority of voters in the second round.

3. Encourages Broader Campaign Strategies

Candidates are incentivized to appeal to a wider electorate, fostering more moderate and consensus-building

campaign strategies.

4. Enhances Democratic Legitimacy

A two-candidate runoff offers a clearer mandate, especially in polarized or fragmented political

environments.

Disadvantages and Criticisms

Despite its advantages, the system is not without criticism:

1. Increased Cost and Voter Fatigue

Holding multiple elections increases logistical costs and can lead to lower voter turnout in the runoff due to

fatigue or disinterest.

2. Strategic Voting and Alliances

Candidates and parties may form strategic alliances before the second round, potentially distorting genuine

voter preferences.

3. Marginalization of Minor Parties

Minor or third-party candidates are often eliminated after the first round, which can discourage diverse

political representation.

4. Time Delays and Political Uncertainty

Extended electoral processes can delay governance and create periods of political uncertainty.

Real-World Examples and Case Studies



France’s Presidential Elections

France’s two-round system is one of the most cited examples. In each presidential election:

- All candidates compete in the first round.

- If no candidate wins over 50%, the top two face off.

- This system often results in strategic voting and broad coalitions.

Case Study: In 2002, Jacques Chirac and Jean-Marie Le Pen advanced to the second round, reflecting a
polarized political landscape. The runoff resulted in Chirac’s decisive victory, but the process also
highlighted tensions around electoral choice.

United States’ Primary System

While not a formal runoff system, some states hold jungle or nonpartisan primaries, effectively serving as
preliminary eliminations, with the top two advancing to a general election. The Georgia runoff elections
exemplify the two-candidate face-off, often reflecting narrow margins and intense campaigning.

Brazil’s Presidential Elections

Since 1994, Brazil has used a two-round system:

- If no candidate receives over 50% in the first round, the top two proceed to a runoff.

- This process has resulted in decisive mandates but also contentious campaigns.

Case Study: The 2018 election saw the second round between Jair Bolsonaro and Fernando Haddad,

illustrating the intense political polarization that can emerge in such systems.

Critical Analysis: Is the System Truly Democratic?

The question of whether such an electoral process enhances or undermines democracy is complex and

context-dependent.

- Pros: It promotes majority support, reduces strategic voting anomalies, and offers a safeguard against vote-
splitting distortions.
- Cons: It may entrench polarization, marginalize minor voices, and impose additional burdens on voters and

the electoral infrastructure.

The system’s efficacy relies heavily on broader political culture, voter education, and the integrity of

electoral institutions.



The Future of Runoff Systems

Emerging electoral reforms consider hybrid systems, alternative voting methods, and digital innovations to

address shortcomings. For example:

- Instant Runoff Voting (IRV): Voters rank candidates, and the system redistributes votes until a candidate
achieves a majority—eliminating the need for separate runoff elections.
- Approval Voting: Voters can approve multiple candidates, potentially reducing the need for multiple

rounds.

These innovations aim to combine the strengths of runoff systems with increased efficiency and voter

satisfaction.

Conclusion

An election where the two candidates with the highest pluralities face a secondary election is
a(n)a—specifically, a runoff election or two-round system. This electoral arrangement strives to ensure that
elected officials command broader legitimacy by requiring a second vote between the top contenders if no

candidate secures an initial majority.

While the system has notable advantages, including promoting majority support and reducing vote-
splitting effects, it also faces criticisms related to cost, voter fatigue, and potential polarization. Its success

depends on the political context and the robustness of electoral institutions.

As democracies evolve, so too do the mechanisms they employ to reflect the will of the people. The runoff
system remains a vital tool—balancing the complexities of voter preferences with the imperative of
legitimate governance. Whether it remains the optimal approach or gives way to innovative voting

methods will continue to be a subject of academic debate, political reform efforts, and public discourse.
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This comprehensive review underscores that electoral systems—particularly runoff systems—play a crucial
role in shaping democratic outcomes. Understanding their mechanics, strengths, and limitations is essential

for informed discussions about electoral reform and democratic resilience.
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