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Consensus Voting
What it is in brief

Many votes are set up as 'either/or' votes, which puts too much power in the hands of whoever decides what the alternatives are and often cuts out more creative choices. Consensus voting makes sure that a range of options is on offer. Firstly, all concerned are able to propose their own options.  Next, during the debate, a short list of options is prepared.  And then everyone puts the options in the order they prefer. Preferences mean points, and the winner is the option with the most points, i.e., the option which attracts the highest amount of consensus among the voters.

Consensus is designed to help making difficult social choices. It works by identifying all the options, then giving people a chance to vote on each one. For example: Which six newspapers shall we get for the staff room?  Each person writes down the names of (up to) six newspapers, and the half-dozen with the most points is the outcome.  Alternatively, you can compare all the pairings and see which newspaper ‘wins’ most comparisons. So obvious – but not what we usually do. When the House of Lords debated reform, they had five options on the table, but they voted separately on each one, no proposal got a majority, and the result was stalemate The prevailing wisdom is that votes should be either/or, yes or no. Where there are a range of choices, as in the Conservative leadership election, only first preferences are taken into account.
What are the benefits:
1. It opens up decision-making

With yes/no voting, it is usually those in power who decide what gets voted on. In consensus voting there is an open debate on what the options should be. 
2. It leads to more creative solutions
3. It encourages constructive dialogue

If I support an option in an either/or vote, I will talk up my choice and criticise the rest. In consensus voting I have an incentive to enter dialogue with every voter, in the hope of persuading them to rate my option, say, third instead of fourth. Maybe I will find that by adapting my option slightly I can attract more votes: the process encourages a search for consensus. 
4. It is difficult to manipulate

Supposes a group prefers A to B, B to C and C to A. The person chairing can produce any result he or she likes by arranging the order of either/or votes. If C is the desired result,  he or she simply has to arrange a vote between A and B first, which A wins. Then there is a vote between C and A which C wins. Easy!
5. Every preference is taken into account

There are all sorts of voting systems. Some use only first preferences, others take the top two, still others start by excluding last preferences, and so on. Consensus voting is one of the few methods that uses every preference.
6. This approach shows the level of consensus

Suppose there are five options. Each voter scores their first preference 1, their second 2 and so on. Then the winner’s score will show the degree of consensus.
	IF OPTION D, SAY, GETS THE HIGHEST AVERAGE PREFERENCE SCORE OF
	OPTION D  WILL 

REPRESENT THE

	1  –  1.5
	UNANIMOUS VIEWPOINT

	1.5  –  2
	COMMON CONSENSUS

	2  –  2.5
	BEST POSSIBLE COMPROMISE


Appendix  1  
Suppose seven voters have the following preferences among four options, A, B, C and D:

	
	Ms J
	Mr K
	Ms L
	Mr M
	Ms N
	Mr P
	Ms Q

	1st Pref
	A
	A
	A
	B
	C
	D
	D

	2nd Pref
	B
	B
	C
	D
	B
	C
	C

	3rd Pref
	C
	C
	B
	A
	D
	B
	B

	4th Pref
	D
	D
	D
	C
	A
	A
	A


Then this is the result of various election systems:

· First preferences: A

· Run-off between the top two on first preferences: D

· Serial voting : (D > A; B > D; C > B): C

· Consensus Voting: B (If the first preference scores 4, the second 3 and so on, then B comes top with one first preference scoring four, three second preferences each scoring 3 and three third preferences each scoring 2, for a total of 19.)
· Condorcet: An alternative to consensus voting is to compare all the pairings and see which option does best. In this case B and C come first equal because they both win two comparisons. B is preferred to A and D: C is preferred to B and D.
N.B.

The development of this concept is credited to Peter Emerson of the de Borda Institute. If coaches wish to use it then Perry Walker at NEF should be the first point of contact.
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